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 Introduction





  ‘GIVE ME TEN SECONDS’ is a phrase I use most of my working days. As political editor of ITN one of my main tasks is to talk to the newsreader

  without a script, often outside Number Ten. The production assistant on the lunchtime news, the evening news, or News at Ten will tell me how long they have alloted me in the running

  order. I may have talked already to the newsreader, Sir Trevor Macdonald, or one of the others about the subject and the possible questions, but it is the production assistant who usually tells me

  the total time at my disposal: it may be a minute and thirty seconds, more often it is a minute and ten seconds. The PA will ask me whether I want to be given a warning that I am thirty seconds

  from the end, or just ten, to be delivered through my earpiece. I always say: ‘Give me ten seconds.’ It gives me time to sum up whatever I am saying, and it is a rigid deadline. It

  helps to concentrate my mind and – in theory – it stops me waffling. It has been much in my mind while writing this book, hence the title.




  ‘I am thinking of writing a book,’ I told some of my friends.




  ‘What’s it about?’ they replied, and rather shamefacedly I had to admit that the subject of the book was me, or at least my professional life. I dreaded them telling me that my

  story was simply not interesting enough. Those doubts did not need to be encouraged. The moment the lights went out at home and I was trying to get to sleep I would think, ‘What on earth have

  I let myself in for?’ Then my thoughts would become more positive. Isn’t it true that you have met all the British prime ministers for the past thirty years? As a

  war reporter weren’t you in danger of being killed on several occasions? Did your grandmother speak to you in Russian when she was on her deathbed? And what about that famous occasion when

  Mrs Thatcher handbagged you on the steps of the British Embassy in Paris?




  Other positive thoughts would begin to crowd in. As a child I lived in Jerusalem where my father, who had learned Arabic, was determined to be a Christian missionary just at the moment when the

  Jewish state of Israel was in violent birth. In the 1950s, as a vicar in Oxfordshire, he was called to Buckingham Palace to interpret in Russian for George VI. Both my parents met Nikita

  Khrushchev. When I was still eighteen, I went to the United States to work as an accountant in a failing construction company on the outskirts of Washington, DC. When Martin Luther King made his

  famous ‘I have a dream’ speech I was one of the few white people in the crowd.




  My first job after leaving Oxford was appearing in a BBC television comedy series with Alan Bennett, which won the Comedy of the Year Award. I then worked as a reporter on the Liverpool

  Daily Post & Echo. After three years, I was taken on by the BBC and spent thirty years with them as a reporter of one kind or another. For a while I presented the Today programme

  and even for a brief period read the news on BBC2. I covered an enormous number of historic events, both at home and abroad. When that famous picture was taken in Vietnam of the girl covered in

  flaming napalm running naked down a road I saw the aircraft lining up for the attack. I was there when Turkish paratroopers took part in the invasion of Cyprus. I accompanied front-line Israeli

  forces when they took over Southern Lebanon. I reported from more than twenty-five countries before specializing as a political correspondent. Most of my professional life has

  been centred on Westminster, and now I have notched up eight general elections. Towards the end of my BBC career there was also a satisfying return to my early roots in light entertainment. From

  the time I was first asked to appear on Have I Got New for You there followed a stream of opportunities to prove being serious did not preclude me from sometimes being funny as well.

  Finally, to my great surprise, I was taken on as political editor of ITN, who provided the news service for ITV.




  The challenge, then, was to put away the doubts and the sinking feeling that I had bitten off more than I could chew, and try to write a book that might be interesting as well as amusing. I have

  a large number of people to thank, but will try to keep the list reasonably short. First is my wife Mary, who is the rock of my life. She knows that, however brisk the narrative, much of what is

  recounted was never quite as simple as it may appear. My grown-up sons, Will and Mike, now have an explanation for the dramas I tried to shield them from; and I hope that my mother, Olive Stevens,

  feels this book at least partly repays all the effort she invested in me. On the professional side, I would like to thank Toby Mundy, who was the first to encourage me as an author when he worked

  for Weidenfeld and Nicolson; my wonderfully committed editor at Macmillan, Georgina Morley, without whom this book would not have existed; and Mark Lucas, my agent, who cunningly showed me the way

  in the strange world of publishing. My bosses at ITN, Stewart Purvis, Richard Tait and Nigel Dacre, generously allowed me to work on the book as well as settle in as their new political editor; I

  am especially grateful to the ITN team at Westminster, led by Julie Hulme, who, while this book was being written, have not always benefited from my full concentration. I must also thank many

  people in the BBC, particularly those who come out well in the story I have to tell, and the BBC Archive at Caversham for allowing me to reproduced some of my early scripts.

  When I left the BBC at the beginning of 2000 I was determined not to come across as an embittered former employee, and I hope this book demonstrates that. I have much to thank them for: the BBC

  gave me quite a career.
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  ‘Here is the microphone’





  ‘YOU’RE GOING TO BE FAMOUS.’ A rival television correspondent was suddenly rather cross. ‘You’re going to be famous for

  making a bloody mistake.’ It was difficult to take in what he was saying. We were caught up in a crowd of technicians and producers – some of whom gave every impression of knowing what

  to do, young men and women carrying clipboards with an earnest air – but, as usual when covering great events, I was not so sure. I was trying not to look bewildered. What we all required was

  time to reflect, not on how famous I might become but about what we should do next.




  It was a cold November evening with a cloudless sky. The courtyard of the British embassy in Paris resembled a film set. The short rise of steps leading grandly to the entrance seemed to turn

  the courtyard into a stage and the television arc lights lit up the scene with a clinical glare. It had rained for much of the day and the gravel squelched underfoot. A large group of newspaper

  journalists had been placed, to their annoyance, as far as possible from the steps behind the sort of crash barriers used to control crowds at football matches. Some of the top names in British

  journalism knew what had happened and it was not to their liking. They had witnessed, but had not been able to take part in, a brilliant television event, which could only appear second-hand in the

  morning papers.




  In the endless competition between print journalists and broadcasters everyone could see who had won. But not all the television correspondents who had been allowed to assemble in the middle of the courtyard, close to the bottom of the steps, considered themselves fortunate. Despite their perfect vantage point, many of them, too, were also-rans. The real

  drama, broadcast live to millions of homes, involved only a small number of players. And now it was over. My rival continued to shake his head with annoyance. It was all so dreadfully unfair. He

  had been there. He had asked Margaret Thatcher a question. I had clearly been out of my depth, made to look a complete fool; but he feared I would be judged to have scooped the story from under his

  nose.




  I have many reasons to look back on that evening in November 1990 and bless my good fortune. It would have been exciting enough simply to hear Mrs Thatcher’s reaction to the fact she had

  failed to win the first round in the leadership contest. But that news had been coupled with a wonderful pantomime scene, with me not knowing she was behind me and then appearing to be manhandled

  by members of her staff. For many people this was the moment when they realized that the Thatcher era was over. It was one of the great turning points in British politics. Two days later she

  resigned after eleven years as one of the most dominant prime ministers in British history.




  On frequent occasions, sometimes on television, I have been asked to look again at what happened; I have even had to endure the embarrassment of seeing an actor play me in a television drama

  reconstructing the events of that night. It reminded me of a joke in Tom Stoppard’s play Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead. An Elizabethan playwright decides there should be a

  real hanging in his play, a man should actually die. But after trying it once he dropped the idea – it was not convincing enough. I felt the same about this chap dressed up as me. He wore the

  sort of fawn, double-breasted cavalry twill coat I wore on that occasion, but to my eyes at least, he could hardly have been less like me. He should have been strung up.




  We had known for weeks that a big story was brewing. Despite all the attempts of loyal ministers to give the impression that nothing could be further from the truth, Mrs

  Thatcher’s hold on power was finally looking shaky. She had held office with such confidence and determination that even the more cynical journalists found it difficult to imagine that she

  might soon be gone. If ever there was a case in modern times when we needed a child in the crowd to say that the emperor had no clothes, this was one. She seemed invulnerable. Many Tory MPs,

  without irony, used to refer to her as Mother, and when she was toppled they found no difficulty in speaking about regicide, as if the queen had been assassinated. Mrs Thatcher blatantly traded on

  the assumption that no one of sound mind would want to remove her, and, as in a Greek tragedy, that was one of the causes of her downfall. It was a fatal flaw.




  A fortnight before the prime minister left for Paris, she had ordained that the result of the first round in any leadership contest would come while she was in France. This was one of the few

  aspects of the contest under her complete control and she made a tactical mistake. Under the Conservative Party’s rules she could have delayed the vote for another two weeks, but she decided,

  with calculated disdain, that on that day she would be busy on the world stage, attending a conference in Paris, in effect a celebration of the end of the cold war, bringing together the Americans

  and the Russians with their key allies. Many of the leaders she knew well would be there including the US president George Bush, the Soviet leader, Mikhail Gorbachev, and the German chancellor,

  Helmut Kohl. The French president, François Mitterrand, would be the host.




  At the time she made the decision on the timing of the first ballot, Mrs Thatcher still did not know if she would be challenged. Only three Tory MPs were required to trigger a contest but there

  were strong arguments against any of the potential challengers doing so. In private, Michael Heseltine, who did not hide his ambition to become prime minister, stuck firmly to

  the view that he who wields the dagger never wears the crown. It would be better if the dreadful deed were to be carried out by someone else, allowing him to emerge as the candidate to unite the

  party in its time of need. But Mrs Thatcher had decided that, whatever happened, it would look as though business was taking place very much as usual if she was in Paris, apparently above the fray.

  She had no idea that every single vote would count and that, as it turned out, with four more she could have won the first round and perhaps been able to hold on to the premiership. As her

  supporters bitterly reflected afterwards, if she had stayed in London she might have been able to sway those votes at the last moment.




  I had followed her career closely ever since she had beaten Edward Heath in the Conservative leadership contest, which followed his defeats in the two general elections of 1974. She was

  irritating, bossy, single-minded, obsessive, illiberal and aloof, but I liked her. She provided more journalistic copy than any other recent prime minister, and when she came into a room it seemed

  as if the walls had to expand to contain her personality. Many people have had cause to criticize her for what she did during her long term in office; the cries of ‘Maggie, Maggie, Maggie,

  out, out, out,’ frequently resonated with good reason across the land, particularly at the time of the poll tax, but there were achievements, especially in economic policy, which have stood

  the test of time. In the narrow world of political reporting it was often amusing to cover her, even if her humour was almost always unintentional. At her best she was a towering figure and even at

  the end, turned on by her own cabinet, she was able to rise brilliantly to the occasion. But there was more than a little of the actress in her, if not the operatic diva, and, as she found in

  Paris, this did not always work to her advantage.




  The previous month had seen a mounting crisis in her leadership. She had been isolated at a European summit, at which, in what was later to be described as an ambush, the

  other European leaders had confronted Mrs Thatcher with their ambitious plans for a single currency. She gave her answer in an impassioned speech in the House of Commons, remembered largely for her

  defiant refrain of ‘No, no, no.’ But the Pro-Europeans in the cabinet were in a majority. The leader of the house, the former foreign secretary and chancellor, Sir Geoffrey Howe, one of

  the pillars of the government, dramatically resigned. His devastating attack on Mrs Thatcher in the Commons encouraged by far the most dangerous of her rivals, Michael Heseltine, to put aside his

  natural caution and throw down the gauntlet. She was now fighting for her political life.




  The weekend before leaving for Paris I spent two days compiling Mrs Thatcher’s political obituary. This was done with some regard to secrecy so we called the piece ‘The

  Endgame’, though no one in the television newsroom at White City in West London was in any doubt about what was going on. My producer was David Aaronovitch, my line manager at Westminster. He

  was sorely underused by the BBC but has since become well known as a columnist on the Independent and a supporter of New Labour. We would both have been amazed to know that the next time

  we worked closely together would be ten years later in a Radio 4 comedy series called True Lies. Then we would have to concentrate on making jokes; this time our job was to make sure they

  did not creep in by mistake.




  As usual in my experience at the BBC, we had no discussion about what we really thought about Mrs Thatcher nor, heaven forbid, whether we voted for her. Maintaining the impartiality of the

  corporation had long since become second nature. After twenty years on the staff, half of that with the Political Unit, I did not need to be told that compiling the television piece which would

  accompany her resignation, if it happened, was not an excuse to air one’s political views. It was, though, a moment for judgement and tight selection: there were more than

  thirty video cassettes piled up in the editing suite. Previous correspondents had tried to prepare a proper obituary for the prime minister’s demise, but this was quite different. It should

  not be too solemn. We knew perfectly well that many of those who watched the piece would be thrilled that Mrs Thatcher had been knocked off her perch, even though others were likely to react as if

  it were a death in the family.




  My problem was to avoid indulging in a nostalgic wallow. In many of the stories on the cassettes I appeared as a bit player, gradually ageing with time. There was my thumb on the microphone when

  she made her famous remarks quoting St Francis of Assisi when she first arrived in Downing Street in 1979. Wasn’t that me trudging along behind her in a Moscow street in the run up to the

  1987 election? And surely I was there when she was so moved at the seventy-fifth anniversary of the fateful Gallipoli landings in Turkey during the First World War? Weren’t we in America,

  too, on more than one occasion? ‘Yes, yes, I know, John. All that and much more,’ David sighed, ‘but not now.’ The piece had to run for about eleven minutes, the longest

  item I had ever prepared for BBC news, and it had to be ready before I left for Paris the next day.




  The real questions were whether it would run at all and whether I was right to go to France. Not everyone was sure that Paris was the place to be. One BBC correspondent admitted to me later he

  hugged himself in silent delight when the decision to send me was taken. With the political editor, John Cole, providing comment in London and with me, the chief political correspondent, stuck in

  Paris, perhaps merely holding a microphone for Mrs Thatcher, my colleague was hoping the main story of the Conservative leadership struggle would fall to him. When I returned

  home in triumph the day after, for the first time in my career to be greeted with applause, I should have noticed that he was clapping with slightly less vigour than the others.




  I had deliberately set off for Paris with a fairly heavy heart, as is my custom. For me it is a kind of defence mechanism. If you are certain that you are on a top story and success is assured,

  it frequently ends in disappointment. It is better to start with low expectations; there is far more room for surprise and excitement when they come. There were also plenty of reasons to worry.

  Breakfast News on BBC1 had a new political producer with a burning desire to put more politics on the programme. Ominously, even before Mrs Thatcher had arrived, they had been in touch

  about what I would be doing the next morning. What could I say? That she would be coming, and here is a picture of the British embassy where she will be staying? It took half an hour to persuade

  them that, keen as I wanted to appear, I could not conjure up coverage with no material. But it led to an uneasy night in the Hilton. Saying ‘yes’ and producing some kind of nonsense

  might have been more restful in the end.




  There was, too, a self-inflicted problem. I had agreed that a second BBC camera crew could follow me around Paris in the hope of getting the story behind the story – as if dealing with the

  high politics in front of the camera would not be enough without another camera showing how I dealt with the low politics behind the scenes. But for some television producers the thirst for

  explanation can only be satisfied if they report on those who are reporting. They are like visitors to the model village at Beaconsfield. You look to see if the model village itself is represented

  in the model village. Then you look to see if this small model village contains an even smaller model village. Then you decide it is time to pack the children off home.




  This could not be dealt with so easily. There would be a cameraman and a soundman, accompanied by an assistant producer, a producer and a correspondent. I agreed, through

  weakness I suppose. As so much of our time is spent filming other people and intruding on their lives can we really expect to avoid being put sometimes on the receiving end? The strongest argument

  in favour of a second camera crew was that the correspondent in this team was one of my early journalistic heroes, Julian Pettifer. He had been a dazzling television reporter in the 1960s when I

  had first become interested in journalism. He could always be relied upon to look handsome and self-assured, despite the chaos around him in Vietnam and other more outlandish places. We had not met

  before but we quickly fell into animated conversation, talking about Vietnam, where I had worked too, and the vagaries of a broadcaster’s life. It poured with rain and we had to jump to avoid

  the puddles. Paris looked ravishing, reminding me, with a slight pang, of my brief period as chef de bureau in the BBC’s Paris office. Then I had been obsessed by the dramatic change

  when the Left had taken power and François Mitterrand walked among the crowds clutching a red rose. Paris and politics can be a perfect combination, and you need not go hungry either. They

  even have a phrase for a good working lunch with politicians. It’s called ‘la politique gastronomique’. But I never got the impression that Mrs Thatcher approved.




  Unfortunately, that lunchtime we could not put the idea into practice. There had to be a piece from me in Paris on the one o’clock news, even though nothing had happened. The last part was

  reasonably straightforward: I would stand outside the British embassy in the rue du Faubourg St Honoré and say that later that day it would witness one of the most important moments in

  recent British politics. Before that, we decided that French people interviewed in the street could talk about Mrs Thatcher and say how surprising it would be if she lost her

  job. In the trade this is called colour, a vital ingredient particularly if you have a dull story. One of my first news editors used to complain that the Paris correspondent was failing to get the

  garlic into his stories. On this occasion the garlic wasn’t very pungent, but at least it was there.
 

  At Westminster, meanwhile, the tension was rising. For most of the day Tory MPs had been

  traipsing along the vast Committee Corridor stretching right along the back of the Houses of Parliament facing the Thames. Nearly four hundred of them were eligible to vote, and one of the bigger

  committee rooms had been put aside for this purpose.




  The ballot was due to close at 6 p.m. – the start of the BBC’s six o’clock news. With rapid counting the result would be announced officially within the half-hour, and it had

  been decided to extend the programme after its normal finishing time of 6.30 to give reaction to the result, particularly, it was hoped, the response of Mrs Thatcher from Paris. In the corridor,

  the crush of politicians and journalists was almost unbearable. But when the result was read out discomfort was forgotten. There was an instant and knowing reaction. ‘Second ballot,’

  was the comment, quickly and endlessly repeated among the crowd. For Mrs Thatcher’s close supporters, it sounded like the tolling of a bell or, to put it more dramatically, the clap of doom.

  The stark figures gave the impression that the prime minister had won – Margaret Thatcher 204, Michael Heseltine 152, abstentions 16 – but the system then being used was designed to

  give the challenger an advantage. Knowing that toadies and careerists, of which there are many, would automatically support their leader in times of difficulty, the rules insisted that the winner

  should have not only an absolute majority but also a further 15 per cent of those entitled to vote. On this basis Mrs Thatcher had failed by only four votes. If just two of her

  supporters had not switched their vote to Mr Heseltine she could have claimed victory and would not have faced the prospect of a second ballot.




  When I heard the result in Paris I was in no doubt that she was in very deep trouble. However you thought about it, this was an astonishing blow to a sitting prime minister. More than a hundred

  and fifty MPs had turned their backs on their leader. I thought of the recent comments of the eminent Conservative historian, Lord Blake. Considering all the historical parallels he had concluded

  that more than a hundred failing to vote for the prime minister would constitute a major revolt. Well, more than half that number again had marched behind her rival’s banner. I cannot claim

  to have been certain that she would have to resign, but I did think it was likely. And this led me to make the mistake that would make me famous.




  One of Mrs Thatcher’s staff was an official seconded from the Foreign Office, Peter Bean. Prematurely bald and usually wearing a slightly worried expression, he played the straight man to

  the flamboyance and flair of her press secretary, Bernard Ingham. I tended to believe Peter a little more than I believed Bernard. This was almost certainly misguided, particularly because Peter

  rarely said anything to me which had not been cleared before by Bernard. But journalism often resembles a chain, and the strength of a chain is determined by its weakest link. On this occasion the

  weak link was Peter Bean.




  Standing in the courtyard of the British embassy, the arc lights upon me, I was trying to assess what was really happening. It is laid down in the charter granting the BBC its right to exist

  that the staff should be impartial, and this usually means giving no hint of how a situation should be resolved. We do, though, have to try to work out what will happen. And so, fatefully, I turned

  to Peter Bean.




  I felt sure that Mrs Thatcher would want to consider the result of the ballot and confer with her colleagues in London. I put this thought to Peter and he concurred. He had

  been told she would not be coming out for half an hour, until she was ready to go to the official dinner and celebrations at the Palace of Versailles. He had not been told of any change of plan and

  no one who was actually involved in the discussions now taking place inside the embassy had thought to tell him what was going on. Nor, for that matter, had they bothered about me, or the thirteen

  million people, we later learned, who were watching that broadcast. I told the viewers, as firmly as I could, that Mrs Thatcher was not expected to come out for about half an hour.




  Television correspondents are kept in touch with the news studio by devices which look like hearing aids. Through your ear you are supposed to receive vital instructions and information which

  can then be passed on, apparently effortlessly, to the viewers. But you are frequently given a stream of details oddly irrelevant to the task in hand. Just as you are listening intently for the

  first time to an interview which you will very soon be asked to comment on, an excited voice may break in and shout, ‘John, you’re on next.’ I have often been tempted to say I

  can’t comment because someone was shouting, ‘You’re on next.’




  On this occasion the situation was more complicated than usual; I was working with a French cameraman. At no stage were we engaged in meaningful communication and, for once, no one was saying

  anything in my ear. The only voice I heard was my own saying that Mrs Thatcher wouldn’t be coming out. There was an eerie silence, which seemed to go on and on, and then a photographer leapt

  up into the air, describing a sort of arc in front of my face. At home thirteen million people knew exactly what was happening: they were watching a pantomime. Mrs Thatcher had appeared behind me

  on the steps of the embassy with her two aides, Bernard Ingham and Peter Bean. They were bearing down on me at speed. The newsreader, Peter Sissons, shouted, ‘John,

  she’s behind you.’ I knew nothing. I heard nothing. The magic earpiece had failed.




  Turning round is always dangerous on live television if you do not know what or who is behind you. Maybe there is nothing of any interest and you would have broken a cardinal rule by looking

  completely lost, but something – perhaps it was that photographer and his elegant leap – prompted me to swivel. I was horrified at what I saw: the prime minister and her closest aides

  intent it seemed on confronting me. I desperately tried to recover my poise. ‘Mrs Thatcher . . .’ I spluttered, trying to make it sound like the beginning of a question, and then came a

  wonderful moment of pure farce.




  Bernard Ingham and Peter Bean pushed me roughly aside and shouted, ‘Where is the microphone?’ I could not understand why they thought it mattered where the microphone was; surely if

  that was anyone’s problem it was mine. However, the microphone they were looking for had nothing to do with me, or the BBC. It had been decided that she should give her reaction to the

  waiting press – all the waiting press – and not just me. A microphone had been set up on a stand in front of the print journalists, corralled at the bottom end of the courtyard. But,

  and this is what came to symbolize the disintegration of the Thatcher regime, the principal actors had no idea where that microphone was, or where they should go. The confusion was deliciously

  appropriate. They gave every impression of desperately trying to find their way out of an impossible situation. They were reluctantly forced to use the only microphone they could see, which was the

  small blue one in my hand. I had no intention of budging. This was a BBC exclusive. I prayed that my French cameraman was showing as wide a picture as possible so that everyone could take in the

  scene; and I had the distinct advantage over Mrs Thatcher and her aides, knowing that this whole event was being broadcast live. Many of the audience at home, including some of the most senior members of the government, drew an obvious conclusion from this farce: that Mrs Thatcher appeared to have already lost her grip on government.




  The transcript of this bizarre event does not do justice to the drama:




  

    

      

        John Sergeant: Prime Minister, Mrs Thatcher, it’s here, this is the microphone.




        Prime Minister: I’m naturally very pleased that I got more than half the parliamentary party and disappointed that it’s not quite

        enough to win on the first ballot so I confirm it is my intention to let my name go forward for the second ballot.


      


    


  




  There have been so many comments on what was sometimes referred to as the occasion when I was ‘handbagged’ by Mrs Thatcher that perhaps I should lay to rest some of the wilder

  assertions. She did not herself manhandle me. She was not reacting in a fit of rage when she saw me on television saying she would stay inside the embassy and consult her colleagues in London; she

  was not watching television. She had decided before she left London that she would stand in the second ballot, if she failed in the first. This plan had been worked out with her close advisers

  although some of them, including the party chairman, Kenneth Baker, had argued that in these circumstances she should delay and consult. The scene inside the embassy was strangely downbeat where a

  room had been prepared for her to receive the news. When the result came, her closest official adviser, Charles Powell, heard it first and gave the others in the room the thumbs down. She did not

  notice this. Then her parliamentary private secretary, Peter Morrison, wrote down the figures. He passed them to her and said, ‘Not quite as good as we had hoped.’ Mrs Thatcher is said

  to have reacted coolly. She left almost immediately, and confronted me in the courtyard.




  After she and her little group had swept back up the steps I had very little time to think. It was not only the comments from my rival about how famous I might become which

  were distracting me; a decision had to be taken quickly about whether we should break back in to the BBC1 schedule and give people who had just switched on the chance to catch up on the news. To

  add to my difficulties, the television crew working with Julian Pettifer was still following me around. Every time I pushed forward to discuss what to do with producers and technicians his

  cameraman and soundman would push in behind me. Every time I tried to make a forceful point about what I wanted and why, a microphone would be dangled over my head.




  In those days, correspondents could not broadcast easily from abroad at the same time. We were given slots and the one at 7 p.m. was allocated to Channel Four News. Such is the logic of

  television production that they decided they did not want to broadcast from Paris at the start of their programme; they wanted to begin, as usual, with their presenter Jon Snow, in London. Their

  correspondent in Paris, Nick Gowing, was flung into gloom, but nobly agreed that I should take the slot. There was only one major difficulty: I had not seen the pictures of my confrontation with

  Mrs Thatcher. So when I introduced the item live at 7 p.m. and the pictures were played in from London, I had only a rough idea of what was going to be shown. Not for the first time, those watching

  at home could judge the story better than I could.




  For the nine o’clock news we had more material. The foreign secretary, Douglas Hurd, in a strange stiff-backed appearance in the courtyard, had declared his support for Mrs Thatcher as had

  the chancellor, John Major. Soon afterwards and trying not to appear too downhearted, Mr Hurd left with Mrs Thatcher for Versailles and a gruelling evening with the other leaders. Then, for the

  first time, I had the opportunity to see what had actually happened, when I had failed to notice Mrs Thatcher behind me. As I watched the pictures through the window of the

  editing van, I was so apprehensive that I closed one eye.




  It looked good enough for me to try with both eyes. There was also another strange twist in my favour. The camera crew working with Julian Pettifer had decided to take what’s known as a

  top shot of the courtyard, picturing it from a high angle from some temporary scaffolding. They did this at precisely the moment Mrs Thatcher came out. We were desperate to use those pictures,

  along with ours, because we now learned that the prime minister had only taken six seconds to race down the embassy steps before issuing her statement. That is not a long time to set the scene with

  the commentary we would need for the nine o’clock news. With that top shot and some skilful editing the scene leading up to her announcement could be artificially extended to cover eleven

  seconds. Now that really is the magic of television. It was because we were able to convey the whole scene in the courtyard, as well as the bruising close-up of me being pushed aside, that for many

  viewers it really was as if they were there.




  It was all a matter of luck and that evening I was on a roll.




  What made this a significant piece of television was that it appeared to tell a larger truth. Many of the elements had fallen into place by chance and could have ended up as simply misleading,

  but, like a political cartoon, the caricature that had been created – of a prime minister who had lost touch, with officials having lost their manners as well as their sense of direction

  – was devastatingly accurate. When Mrs Thatcher returned to London the next day she began to carry out the consultations she had seemed to reject. Members of the cabinet were called in and

  even the most loyal advised her that she could not win a second round against Michael Heseltine. The game was up. At her last cabinet meeting before resigning she said that it

  was a funny old world, but the biggest laugh had come two days before in Paris. It would not have amused her to know that, and I have never had the nerve to talk to her about it since. In her

  memoirs she simply describes how she went out of the embassy and gave her prepared statement.




  Mrs Thatcher might also have been surprised when a few months later I won a British Press Guild award for the most memorable outside broadcast of 1990. We managed to beat a football programme

  which featured the moment when Paul Gascoigne broke down in tears after being shown a yellow card during a vital game in the World Cup in Italy. Maggie vs Gazza was not the fight she thought she

  was involved in.




  When the work was over that evening in Paris I went with one of my producers to La Coupole, the famous brasserie on the Left Bank. I would like to say it was one of the best meals of my life,

  but I was too tired for that. It was, though, a moment to savour, a moment for la politique gastronomique. Over the years I have witnessed many important events, but the most satisfying,

  the funniest and certainly the most memorable event occurred during my two day trip to Paris in the late autumn of 1990. And all I really said was, ‘Here is the microphone.’
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  ‘And who is Lenin?’





  THERE IS A LONG TRADITION in my family of being present at historic events; maybe it’s something in the genes. Often we have no intention of being

  there and it is as a result of outside forces over which we have no control. In my professional life this role has frequently been played by editors of one sort or another saying, in a fairly bossy

  way, ‘I think we should send Sergeant.’ Whatever the reason, we have found ourselves in the thick of violent and unpredictable events which have a curious way of ending up in the

  history books. It is certainly not a cause for complaint, indeed it is a noble family tradition, to be celebrated and if possible maintained.




  From my maternal grandfather’s home in Odessa on the Black Sea he could look down on the grand harbour and keep a close eye on the Russian imperial fleet. Odessa was one of the most

  important ports in the Russian empire, a vital stepping stone between the great wheat fields of the Ukraine and the warm waters of the Mediterranean. My grandfather, Horatio William Cook, had been

  named after the British hero, Horatio Nelson, and – according to the completely unreliable testimony of my grandmother – was a distant relative of the Captain Cook who discovered New

  Zealand. Horatio Cook had been born in Odessa and spoke fluent Russian. As well as being able to observe the imperial fleet he could also keep an eye on the family warehouse alongside the dock. His

  grandfather had come from Lincoln in the second half of the nineteenth century to set up business in Russia importing farm machinery from England. So pleased were the good folk

  of Lincoln that when Cornelius Cook returned after his first successful trip overseas the horses were unhitched from his carriage on the outskirts of town to be replaced by men who pulled the coach

  triumphantly into the centre of the city.




  But by 1905, the easy pickings of those early years in the Russian market had given way to extreme anxiety about political unrest and fears that the Tsarist regime was being fatally undermined.

  The violent events of that year led almost inexorably to the communist revolution of October 1917 and one of the historic clashes took place in Odessa. The great Soviet film director, Eisenstein,

  turned it into a propaganda epic, The Battleship Potemkin, a classic of the silent screen, and my grandfather saw much of what actually happened from the family home. He was twenty-three

  years old.




  For the second year running, the harvest across most of Russia had failed. There was widespread discontent and in many places violence. Sensing the weakness of the government, peasants organized

  rent strikes and began to launch full-scale attacks on big estates, seizing property and setting fire to manor houses. The army was called in to put down the peasant uprisings and morale among the

  troops suffered grievously. They began to refuse orders and mutinies spread. In June the unrest reached the Black Sea fleet.




  On the Potemkin, it was a piece of rotting meat which caused the trouble. The ship’s doctor declared it safe to eat but the sailors complained and the situation soon swung out of

  control. The sailors’ spokesman was shot on the orders of the captain and a mutiny broke out. Seven officers were killed and the red flag raised. The mutineers sailed to Odessa where for two

  weeks striking workers had been confronting the city government. The body of the dead spokesman was placed at the foot of a set of marble steps leading from the harbour up the steep cliff to the

  city. All the next day vast crowds gathered to pay their respects and the tension grew. The army moved in and, in scenes brilliantly re-created by Eisenstein, carried out one

  of the most appalling massacres in Russian history. By dawn two thousand people had been killed and three thousand wounded. My grandfather was deeply shocked by what happened but did not draw the

  obvious conclusion that it was time for him to leave. Our family had strong connections in Odessa and returning to England was not a simple option.




  Horatio Cook was a loyal Englishman but also deeply Russian. He went to the cathedral school in Lincoln as his father, John Horatio Cook, had before him. They were both choristers and there are

  those in the family who are convinced that is where the distinctive Sergeant voice comes from. My elder brother Peter and I sound very similar and so do my two sons, William and Michael. But

  Horatio felt Russian, too; he could pass without difficulty as a Russian and in Odessa he married the daughter of a priest, Nadezhda Rozova, known as Nadya. My mother would later boast that because

  of the Russian Orthodox tradition where a son would automatically follow a father into the priesthood, she could lay claim to ancestors going back a thousand years to the beginning of Christianity

  in Russia. It certainly sounded impressive when we heard her say this as children. My grandmother, I remember, looked just like one of those tubby Russian dolls that you open up to find another one

  inside. Just before she died in a nursing home near London in the 1970s she spoke to me for the last time entirely in Russian, forgetting that I did not understand.




  My grandparents lived a comfortable life in Odessa, despite the increasing political tension. My mother was born in 1913, just before the start of the First World War, and was christened Olive

  Horatia very much as a result of my grandfather’s wishes. My mother only learned many years later that she had been called Olive because my grandfather had taken a fancy to a young English

  woman of that name in the summer before she was born. Constancy in marriage only became a feature of the Sergeant family much later, in the present generation.




  The First World War had a curiously indirect but dramatic effect on our family. None of my relatives fought in the trenches; there were no widowed ladies looking wistful on Armistice Day. But we

  were caught, very luckily as it turned out, by a British wartime regulation which caused my grandparents to cross Russia and avoid, by only a couple of months, the upheaval of the 1917 revolution.

  The regulation stated that although the first child born abroad could be British the second could not, and in the summer of 1917 my grandmother was pregnant. My mother was therefore British by

  birth but my future aunt Tanya had to be born in England to have British nationality. By this simple twist the family came to London, not as frightened refugees but in response to the long arm of

  officialdom. By the time my aunt was born the revolution had taken place and the family would never live in Russia again.




  This, in turn, had a profound effect on family politics. We were not White Russians; we were not Reds. We were never part of the Russian émigré community. Just before they left for

  Finland and eventually the sea journey to Aberdeen my grandmother and my mother were being shown around St Petersburg. Their guide pointed out the balcony Lenin used for making speeches to vast

  crowds. ‘And who is Lenin?’ my grandmother asked. She had been surprised on the long journey overland from Odessa to find the train boarded by soldiers deserting from the Russian army.

  It was hot and uncomfortable. My mother, then aged three, was allowed by her parents to talk to the soldiers as a way of reducing the tension. She offered them her father’s cigarettes,

  because, as she put it, ‘He’s got lots of cigarettes.’ She then asked other well-off passengers for more cigarettes to give to the soldiers and they quickly acquiesced. She, a

  little girl, had skilfully defused a crisis and turned the desperate fugitives into her friends. As she explained when she was much older, ‘No wonder the other passengers

  gave up their cigarettes so easily; they probably thought the deserters would kill them.’




  This incident had a strong and, as it turned out, unfortunate effect on my grandfather. He concluded that my mother, whatever the difficulties in future, would be able to cope. It strengthened

  his determination to leave his young family in England and lead an irresponsible life of his own. What he actually did is not entirely clear although it seems that he was some kind of British

  agent, using his perfect Russian to move easily backwards and forwards to the Soviet Union and eastern Europe. Before long my mother, the backbone of the family, had to bring up her sister and look

  after her mother in Berkhamsted, near London. At one point they were so poor that they had to share the only respectable pair of shoes. It was a grim introduction to England, but it gave my mother

  an outlook on life from which I learnt an enormous amount. We always felt as a family that we had to be tough because life was tough.




  My mother used to say, ‘You never get a job you don’t really want.’ Then we might be told how she landed her first job as a secretary in London during the economic recession of

  the 1930s. She was nineteen and had sixpence to spend that day in London. The interview was in the afternoon but she left Berkhamstead at 6.30 a.m because it was much cheaper on what was called the

  workers’ train. She spent part of the morning lingering over a cup of tea in a Lyons Corner House and then, dressed up as best she could, she went to the interview. She was hungry, and

  desperate for the job. ‘Well, my dear,’ she was asked, ‘what have you been doing today in London?’




  ‘Oh, I’ve been shopping,’ my mother replied casually. It was the winning answer. Her employer told her later how relieved he had been with that reply. So many girls pleaded

  with him, they were so hard up. He wanted someone who would be easy and would not moan. Her pay was two pounds ten shillings a week. Nearly seventy years later she had no

  difficulty recalling the amount. From that first job she was able to move on to become secretary to Sir Bernard Pares, one of Britain’s foremost Russian historians.




  For some people their parents’ origins may not matter very much but in my early years it was difficult for me to escape the conclusion that in many ways, as a family, we were odd and

  different. When I was at school there was one girl who nearly floored me with a rather improbable chat up line. She had ascertained that I was called John, my brother was Peter and my sister was

  called Anne. ‘Do your parents,’ she said, ‘have very odd names?’ I tried, desperately, to brush the point aside. Total strangers, I thought to myself, should not be allowed

  to score a goal within the first few minutes of the game.




  ‘Well, maybe,’ I spluttered defensively. My voice dropped to a whisper. ‘My mother is called Olive Horatia Sergeant and my father is Ernest Noel Copland Sergeant.’




  ‘So there,’ she said, giving a very good impression of that ghastly girl in the Just William stories, Violet Elizabeth Bott. Secretly I was rather impressed. Girls, I

  decided, would have to be taken far more seriously than I had imagined. They seemed to know about families, about christenings, about names, about relationships.




  

    *


  




  My father was certainly not an expert in this field when he knelt down to pray one evening in the summer of 1936. He was twenty-five years old and was praying for a wife. This

  was not a casual moment; he took prayer seriously, as you might expect from a young curate in the Church of England. His parish was in the London suburb of Northwood. Ernest Sergeant was, though, it has to be said, a rather unusual young curate. He had two degrees from the University of Oxford and had developed a remarkable skill in foreign languages. His father had

  been a vicar in a parish near Liverpool and himself had been to Oxford, but Ernest had been marked out from an early age as something close to a prodigy. He attended Liverpool College and as an

  only child spent much of his free time poring over grammars and dictionaries. His parents were so worried about his lack of friends that they bought him a monkey as a pet. However monkeys, even

  more than dogs, are not only for Christmas. They are difficult to look after and they need monkey friends as well. The monkey, sadly, had to be returned to the pet shop.




  At Lincoln College, Oxford my father studied theology for three years and was disappointed when the examiners awarded him only a second-class honours degree. In his spare time he had continued

  with his linguistic studies and decided that he would now make a serious effort to master Russian in just two years. He would rise early in the morning, work hard until lunch then take the rest of

  the day off. During the long vacations he spoke as much Russian as he could, spending one summer with a Russian family in Paris and another with a Russian priest in Estonia. He was awarded

  first-class honours with a distinction in the oral. In the long years he knew my mother she never remembers him making a mistake in Russian, although he frequently corrected her. When we were

  children it was their secret language; whenever they spoke it, we knew they were discussing us.




  But his brilliance at languages – he would eventually master more than thirty – could not provide my father with the means to support himself, or so he supposed at the time. Instead

  he decided to become a clergyman in the Church of England tradition of the well-educated priest. Then as now in Britain people like him did not make a point of calling themselves intellectuals, although I find it difficult to imagine anyone more intellectual than my father. He was at this stage a believer and before he died in the 1980s he went to hospital with

  copies of the Bible in appropriate languages, the Old Testament in Hebrew and the New Testament in ancient Greek. ‘I think I am fully covered,’ he told me with a smile.




  My mother believes that when he prayed for a wife my father was really hoping for someone from a difficult language group, perhaps a Basque speaker. Russian was not really exotic enough. But

  when you are keen for a wife you cannot be too choosy and there was the young woman he had met briefly at the School of Slavonic Studies some six months before. He had been there to talk to Sir

  Bernard Pares about the possibility of studying for a Ph.D. Ernest met Olive because Sir Bernard had forgotten who he was and asked them to talk to each other while he got his bearings. Ernest

  asked Olive, in perfect Russian, whether she spoke the language. ‘Konechno,’ she replied coolly, meaning, ‘Of course.’ This she pronounced with a slight slur so it

  sounded almost like ‘koneschno’, giving it, she told me, a slightly aristocratic air. To him she sounded rather too grand but it was worth a try. They met again the next day

  and within six weeks they were engaged.




  I would like to say that this was the perfect match; with her drive and his brains, she thought, at the very least he would end up a bishop. But in 1943, after six years together, there were

  signs of considerable strain. Once again in the family story a world war had intervened, but it was not the direct cause of the difficulty. My father had settled down as the vicar of the small

  village of Twyford in Buckinghamshire, but he did try to do his bit for the war effort by helping the Foreign Office with translations of newspapers from Bulgaria and other Balkan countries. There

  were two children already, Peter and Anne, and my mother was keen to have a third. She would later describe this desire as her response to Adolf Hitler, although I do not think

  that quite does it justice. From her perspective, deep in the English countryside, Adolf Hitler and the German war machine were simply not powerful enough to prevent her doing what she was

  determined to do.




  There was also, she insisted later, another explanation as to why she had to have a third child: the attitude of her husband. She was not very impressed by the practical help she was getting

  from my father. Vegetables in the country were quite hard to come by so people tended to grow their own. My mother, who became a lifelong gardener, was very cross at the haphazard way my father had

  planted some cabbages. ‘Far too close together,’ she recalled years later. ‘It was the last straw. I realized that I could not count on him to help and should therefore hurry up

  and have another child.’




  It was as a result of these diverse and unpredictable events, including two world wars and a revolution, that I was given the chance of life. On 14 April 1944 I was born in the Radcliffe

  Hospital in Oxford. The hand I was dealt was far from perfect but it was certainly interesting, and the fun would be seeing how many unexpected tricks I could call my own.
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  Staying together, for the sake of the children




  MY FATHER WAS PLEASED I was born in Oxford. ‘I thought it would look good on your passport,’ he would tell me regularly. He had a touching

  faith in the power of the city and its university. Indeed, when he was retired and living in Somerset and he came to count his blessings, he would usually add that his doctor had gone to Oxford.

  Intellectual snobbery may have something to do with it; the class war, in all its guises, was a powerful feature of English life before the Second World War, when he was growing up. Among the other

  gods placed in his pantheon alongside Oxford was the National Trust, which happened to own a great stretch of land leading up to a hill with a windmill near where he lived in the village of Walton.

  He also, for some strange reason, used to thank the Lord for the AA. Why the Automobile Association should be singled out for such an honour was never fully explained. The fact that he did not

  learn to drive and would have been mortified if forced to change a wheel may have been relevant. Those calm efficient AA men, with their yellow motorbikes and the deferential way they saluted all

  association members, could cope with such matters, and perhaps that is why they were considered by my father to be a gift from God.




  The Rev. E. N. C Sergeant, as he was always formally referred to, was an impractical man and in many ways it was merely being fair to the armed forces, as well as a kindness to him, that he took no active part in the defeat of Nazi Germany. True, there was his excellence in Bulgarian, which no doubt helped to keep the Foreign Office on their toes when they

  came to consider the intractable problems of the Balkans. But this preoccupation, perhaps better described as an obsession, had taken its toll on my mother, who had been forced to put up with a

  Bulgarian lodger, in order that my father could perfect his speaking knowledge of the language. Fortunately, by the time I arrived and there were three children to look after, the Bulgarian had

  been transferred to the house of a friendly neighbour, with my father generously paying his rent.




  My father was a romantic and he was troubled that his relatively easy wartime life might be seen as unmanly, that some might look on him as a coward. He could not easily explain to strangers

  that, as a clergyman, he was in a reserved occupation, exempt from military service, that he was the father of young children, and that he suffered badly from piles. These were not reasons enough

  in his view. When the war was over he decided, rather late in the day, that the time had come for him to brave shot and shell. He set his heart on becoming a missionary in the Middle East, and he

  could not be persuaded that this was a deeply irresponsible act and could place his family in considerable danger.




  At their headquarters in London, the Church Missionary Society were initially not too impressed by this country parson who seemed, so much against the tide of the times, to have found a passion

  for travel and evangelical crusade. As hundreds of thousands of British servicemen were returning from distant parts of the globe my father was determined to set out in the opposite direction. He

  told the organizers of the mission to Palestine that he could learn languages, any languages. ‘Arabic,’ they said firmly, and off he went, no doubt with a spring in his step. For my

  father taking on a new language was like taking on a mistress, except that it was far easier to understand and there was never a shortage of supply.




  Six months later, in January 1946, he arrived in Jerusalem, which was about to be torn apart by civil war. On the following Sunday my father preached his first sermon in Arabic. However hard he

  tried to convey the subtleties of Christianity in his newly acquired tongue, it was largely irrelevant to the struggle then engulfing Palestine. The British mandate was coming to an end and Jews

  and Arabs were fighting over the establishment of a Jewish state. Passions were running extremely high, fuelled on the Jewish side by knowledge of the atrocities of the Holocaust. The British

  forces were limiting Jewish immigration and trying to maintain what the Foreign Office regarded as a balanced policy towards the Arabs, greatly influenced by British interests across the whole of

  the Middle East.




  Into this cauldron stepped my father, set on being brave and uncomplaining. There was so much in Palestine to interest him and so many people with whom he could practise his newly acquired

  Arabic. All his life he had studied the scriptures of the Holy Land and his experiences there would form the basis of countless future sermons. At the time there was, it has to be admitted, the

  problem of his family, but that would be sorted out, as so many things were, by my mother.




  Olive Sergeant was a formidable young woman, who many considered headstrong, with a directness of manner which some found overpowering. Still in England she heard of the explosion at

  Jerusalem’s King David Hotel, which left about two hundred dead or wounded, but she was not too perturbed. In her eighties she would admit that her reaction had been wrong, but simple.

  ‘I thought it was exciting,’ she said. ‘I was determined to go.’ My mother went to the offices of the Church Missionary Society when the Middle East manager was away on

  holiday. She noticed from papers on his desk that four berths were available for the outgoing journey to Palestine. When he returned he was horrified to learn that those

  tickets had been issued to Mrs Sergeant and her three children.




  So it was that in the autumn of 1946, at the age of two, with my older brother and sister, I took up residence in the Street of the Prophets in Jerusalem. Returning there many years later with

  the BBC’s correspondent in Israel, Alex Brodie, we could still see where the mission school had been and the high wall surrounding the property. The street had been given a Hebrew name. When

  I lived there I apparently referred to it as ‘The Tweet of the Prophets’, a touch of innocence against a background of increasing violence.




  Militant Jews had decided that the only way to force the British out was to resort to terrorism. Almost every evening, during the five months we were there, we heard gunfire. Barbed wire was

  everywhere and we were constantly stopped by military patrols. On one occasion my mother and father were coming back from a walk when they saw a man apparently following two young air force

  personnel on leave. As the door of our house closed a shot rang out. One of the airmen had been killed. The British authorities decided that families and non-essential personnel should be

  evacuated. My father stayed but we were sent home.




  My mother often regaled us with stories of our family life. Sometimes, even before an event was over, the story would begin to take shape. We suspected she sometimes decided to behave in an

  unusual manner simply to ensure that there would be a tale to tell. On the train from Cairo to Port Said, there was some grumbling among the passengers at the way the Sergeant children were

  frisking about. My mother, convinced that attack was the best form of defence, declared in a loud voice, ‘There is no use in complaining, my children are perfect.’ It seemed to have the

  desired effect. Other stories from that long journey home were endlessly recycled. I saw my first film, a Charlie Chaplin comedy, in an army hut in the Ma’adi evacuation

  camp near the Pyramids and was not impressed. Walking back through the sand, there were tears streaming down my face. ‘Silly man, silly man,’ I kept saying, and ever since have regarded

  Charlie Chaplin as overrated and not very funny. A more encouraging discovery was that we seemed immune to seasickness. The troopship Circassia pitched and yawed through the Bay of Biscay,

  a grand piano lost its moorings and slid dangerously about the ballroom, but the three little Sergeant children went on with their games and never missed a meal.




  Our adventure in the Middle East had ended though our difficulties were by no means over. Whenever I see the film The Railway Children I think back to that time; our father was not in

  prison, but he would fail to return for another two years and when he did he seemed a stranger. My mother found a job as an assistant matron in a small private school at Swimbridge in North Devon.

  It was there, at Dennington House, that the Reverend Jack Russell established the breed of terriers that took his name and at the age of three I seem to have adopted some of their ways. When a much

  older boy attacked my brother I crawled under a table and bit him fiercely on the leg. As my mother often recalled, the eight-year-old screamed, ‘That baby has bitten me.’
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