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  Preface




  

    You cannot hope




    to bribe or twist,




    thank God! The




    British journalist.




    

      But, seeing what


    




    the man will do




    unbribed, there’s




    no occasion to.




    

      Humbert Wolfe, ‘The British Journalist’


    


  




  The British journalist is not altogether popular. National newspaper circulation is falling and has been for a very long time. Some of the best-known

  papers are in the worst circulation trouble – the Financial Times at one end of the market, and the Daily Mirror at the other. Some local papers do all right, but the decline

  has spread well beyond what we used to call Fleet Street. Editors have tried all sorts of tricks. Broadsheets have adopted the strident fusing of opinion and reporting that the tabloids pioneered.

  There has been aggressive price-cutting; all manner of special offers; ever more flamboyant front page ‘puffs’; giveaway copies in hotels and trains; folding one paper as a free gift

  inside another; even changing the size of newspapers. As the first broadsheet to cut down to tabloid format, the Independent bucked the trend and won a good sales increase, using its front

  page to campaign for centre-left causes almost as vigorously as the Daily Mail had been doing from the right.




  But overall, looking at the national newspaper market as a whole, the tricks have not worked. What has been going wrong? It isn’t lack of talent. The trade employs many of the best writers

  in Britain. Papers as distinct as the Guardian and Daily Mail are brilliantly designed, far better than they were twenty or thirty years ago. Above all, we live in

  a news-driven world: from Baghdad to Westminster, from cannibal trials in Germany to the sex lives of the British royals, from global warming to Africa’s AIDS pandemic, there is not exactly a

  shortage of stories. Throughout the centuries commentators and foreign visitors have expressed astonishment at Britain’s love affair with news; we still buy and read far more papers than any

  other European country and we still have a national press that is infinitely more varied and lively than that of America. For decades people have claimed the love affair is about to end. For

  decades they have been proved wrong. But today’s sales figures are grim: it makes you wonder if something is wrong with what journalists actually do, day in, day out.




  Beyond the raw circulation figures there is a great, unfolding argument about the ethics, working habits and produce of British reporters. For BBC employees, it has been particularly acute

  because of the anger-mottled drama that followed the Iraq War, in which a government-employed scientist, David Kelly, killed himself after being exposed as the source of a story on the Today

  programme that had sent Downing Street into a fury. The inquiry by Lord Hutton into those events was tough on the processes and behaviour of the BBC, which has been regarded by most people as a

  trusted source. During a dreadful few hours it cost the Corporation both its chairman Gavyn Davies and its popular director-general Greg Dyke. Many journalists felt that there had been a culture

  clash between the world of public life and the world of journalism; that Lord Hutton had been harsh and unsympathetic to the trade generally; and that a single mistake on a single programme, albeit

  an influential one, had been used to condemn the practices of a whole profession. (‘But that’s exactly how you treat us every day of the week!’ reply

  politicians.)




  The issue of trust in journalism cannot be shrugged off. The Hutton process shone a light on customs and practices that many other journalists find hard to defend. Was it all right to rely on a

  single source when making a serious allegation? (As a Westminster journalist, I do it all the time, and have done for twenty years.) How full and accurate are one’s notes at the time supposed

  to be? (Many reporters these days do not have reliable shorthand – or any shorthand.) Is it fair to use anonymous quotes from people who won’t identify themselves to attack others?

  (Probably not; but without this, half of the news in newspapers would vaporize.) When TV and radio journalists are broadcasting to millions of people, should we write down all

  the important bits beforehand, rather than simply speaking off the cuff ? (It would be safer, particularly on dangerous stories. But be warned: such reporting sounds so wooden you might feel

  yourself forced to switch the radio off.) Many of the reporters slouched at the back of the courtroom watching the BBC’s Andrew Gilligan trying, vainly, to explain himself to QCs and Lord

  Hutton, wondered how their own practices would stand up to that kind of examination. How good are their sources, really? How often do they inflate the importance of a source? Or buff up a quote? Or

  call back to double-check that the source stands by what was said in a brief surreptitious encounter?




  Nor was the Gilligan affair, which wrought such damage on the BBC, a one-off disaster. Eminent US newspapers have suffered from the scandal of reporters caught simply making up stories –

  the most damaging being the New York Times’s sacking of Jayson Blair in 2003. In Britain, a reporter for Sky News killed himself after being sacked for faking a report that seemed to

  be showing a cruise missile being fired from a British submarine. Regular doses of hype, sloppy reporting and uncorrected mistakes have long marked British newspapers, despite the attempts by the

  best of them to use readers’ ombudsmen and regular corrections to improve their standing.




  Yet Britain has a tradition of raucous press freedom, and for good reasons. Historically, it has often been the derided and marginal-seeming figures who were right, and the smug majority which

  turned out to be wrong. Whether it was Claud Cockburn’s mimeographed anti-appeasement news-sheet of the 1930s, The Week, which saw the real diplomatic story of Nazi advance more

  clearly than The Times; or Andrew Morton’s much-derided inside story of the disastrous marriage of Charles and Diana, which proved the ‘experts’ fools, the British have

  good reason to thank ‘irresponsible’ journalism. Whisper it softly, but there are still those in the darker corners of Whitehall and Westminster who feel that even Andrew Gilligan,

  whatever his faults, was far more right than he was wrong.




  What are my qualifications for writing about British journalism? This book is decidedly not a memoir but I have used episodes in my career so far as jumping-off points for larger arguments and

  burrowings into the origins of the trade. Michael Frayn wrote a novel about Fleet Street in which one of the characters said: ‘A journalist’s finished at forty, of

  course.’ I am now forty-five. I have been a trainee hack, a general reporter, a sub-editor, a parliamentary reporter, a political journalist, a radio presenter, a broadsheet and a tabloid

  columnist, a hilariously inexperienced newspaper editor, an author of books, a maker of TV documentary and interview series and am now, as the BBC’s political editor, a television reporter. I

  have not been a sports reporter or written about dogs and fashion – yet – but I do sometimes write about a guinea pig. I have, in short, done many jobs in modern journalism. On the way

  I’ve been a near-alcoholic in Scotland, the disloyal ‘friend’ of ministers and prime ministers, engaged in savage and surreal boardroom rows and learned what to do when the TV

  camera lights go out and a piercing whistle blows the newsreader’s question out of an oversized ear. I’ve worked with heroes and liars, haggled with proprietors and learned many of the

  dirty tricks of one of the dirtiest trades in the land.




  I didn’t decide to become a journalist. I stumbled into journalism. I’d done the requisite English degree, played politics, drawn cartoons and learned how to smoke sixty cigarettes a

  day without being sick. I’d started a PhD, washed dishes and been turned down for a job in a second-hand bookshop. Despite having a first-class degree and having read an unfeasibly large

  number of books, it began to dawn on me that I couldn’t actually do anything. I couldn’t sing, act, tell jokes, play any musical instrument, hit, kick or catch a ball, run for

  more than a few yards without panting, speak another language, or assemble things without them falling apart immediately. I was a scientifically illiterate innocent with the entrepreneurial

  instincts of a thirteenth-century peasant and the iron determination of a butterfly. Journalism seemed the only option.




  Even then, it was a little intimidating. At university there had been lean young men and handsome women with urgent faces who were always too busy to speak and rarely smiled, except

  ‘ironically’, and who phoned diary items to newspapers in London. They took the student newspaper seriously. They could type. Unlike me, they didn’t spend most of their time on

  marches supporting an (ungrateful) working class, or drinking. One has ended up as the editor of the Financial Times. Another is a distinguished foreign correspondent for the Sunday

  Times.




  At the opening of the eighties, there was the beginning of a rush to the City but journalism was the favoured option of would-be intellectuals too dim or greedy to stay in

  academia. One of the early stars of my time returned a year after leaving to interview me about a rebellion then going on in the Cambridge English faculty, and which Panorama, to which he

  was ‘attached’, thought might be interesting for a short film. He arrived at the pub we had arranged to meet in wearing a trench coat. If he didn’t actually have a trilby with a

  paste card reading ‘press’ stuck in one side of it, the effect was the same. We’d known each other slightly – well enough to be on Christian-name terms. ‘Robert Harris

  – BBC – Panorama,’ he said, holding out his hand without a flicker of a smile. ‘Hi, Robert,’ I replied. I thought he was a complete prick. Then I thought,

  almost instantaneously, and that’s exactly the kind of complete prick I want to be, too.




  In those days, the BBC offered several dozen traineeships every year. Since broadcasting was only speaking and therefore did not involve learning to type, it seemed a more attractive option than

  trying to get a newspaper job. On the train down to London I read The Economist – well, several pages of it at least. I already had a thorough knowledge of current affairs, being an

  avid reader of various international Marxist magazines, the New Left Review and Radical Philosophy. Though I wore a second-hand tweed jacket and a wool tie to show how grown-up I was,

  I carefully pinned on my most important badges – my Anti-Nazi League badge, my CND badge in blue and yellow and my Eastern European Solidarity Campaign badge to show that I was also

  interested in current affairs. Oh yes, and I had an orange beard.




  In London we were greeted at an office in Portland Place opposite Broadcasting House by friendly enough but very old men in their thirties – some even in their forties. We were asked to

  dictate various texts into a microphone, carefully written to be hard to read, and we were questioned about politics and current affairs. I found it all very easy. So easy in fact, that I had a

  couple of pints at lunchtime to relax myself before the main afternoon interview. It was very hot. With time in hand and heavily dressed, I then went for a rest in Regent’s Park. I lay down.

  It was really very hot. I fell asleep. My interview was at 3 p.m. I woke at 2.59 p.m. I sprinted back to Portland Place and arrived, bright red (to go with the orange beard), bathed in

  sweat, with my mind a complete blank. After three or four questions from a panel of interviewers I noticed that they were talking very slowly and smiling in a kindly,

  reassuring fashion.




  ‘What would you like – to – do – at – the B-B-C?’ asked a lady. That was a very interesting, very difficult question and I sat silently for more than a

  minute wondering about it, smiling back to show I was friendly too.




  ‘Would – you – like – to – be – a – sports – reporter?’ asked a man.




  I thought about this for a long time. ‘Yes,’ I said.




  The lady perked up a bit. ‘Are you interested in sport?’




  I pondered that in silence for a very long time, too. ‘No,’ I said.




  They thanked me and smiled very kindly. Mysteriously, I did not become a BBC trainee.




  Luckily for me, a real journalist pulled out of a training place on a course for the Scotsman newspaper and one of my many begging letters came up trumps. I was invited to Edinburgh for

  an interview. I clambered onto the overnight sleeper from King’s Cross. In second class, in those days, one shared a sleeping compartment. Mine was already half occupied by a substantially

  built, dark-bearded Scot wearing nothing but his underpants, heavily tattooed and smoking. He looked me up and down. ‘Good,’ he finally said, ‘I wasn’t the kind of poof who

  went’ – he put on a squeaky English voice – ‘“Ooh, I say, do you mind if I get some sleep?”’ And he pulled out a cardboard box of beer cans and a duty-free

  carton of cigarettes. Some eight hours later, unshaven, entirely drunk at breakfast time and smelling like a homeless kipper, I arrived for my interview at the Scotsman.




  It was perfect preparation. I would fit in well. The Scotsman building is today an upmarket hotel for style-conscious Americans and Scandinavians but then it was still in its oily, grimy

  prime – one of the great Edwardian newspaper buildings, part castle, part factory. It still had the remains of a dovecote on the roof for messenger pigeons. The sandstone building, which

  stands high above Edinburgh’s Waverley Station, glaring down from the city’s Old Town, was constructed on the principle that the highest and most abstract parts of the business took

  place at the top and as you descended, floor by floor, the physical side took over. So on the highest floor, originally, there would have been the board of directors. Then, four yards below, came

  the editor and the editorial writers, austere liberals and home-rulers all. Then the newsroom. Then sub-editors and so on down and down, until you came to the Linotype operators

  and the intoxicating sweet stench of newsprint and the rumble and heat of the presses. Eventually, as originally designed, the freshly printed, cut, folded and rolled-up parcels of newspaper would

  fall out of the building’s stone anus into a waiting railway truck – the line actually went into the basement of the building – and be whisked across Scotland hot for the

  breakfast tables of lawyers, GPs and ministers of the kirk. It was the kind of building a clever child might have designed and hugely satisfying to work in.




  On that chill morning, shaking with nerves, I shaved around my stubbly beard in the BR loos, filled myself with coffee and reported for my interview. The newsroom was a huge, dingy place,

  apparently full of huge, dingy men. Everybody was smoking, which was reassuring. Nothing else was. It was like nowhere I’d ever been or seen before. My English degree, my half-digested

  politics, my ‘posh’ voice – none of these things would be any use here. Along the walls were desks piled with yellowed old newspapers. Communal desks stretched to a kind of top

  desk, or top table, where a row of fat, angry-looking men were barking into phones. Hardly anyone there had had a university education. The news editor, George Barton, was a solidly built,

  intimidating man, the sergeant major of the news operation, whose snarls, barks and dressings down would dominate the next year or two. The previous year’s trainee, a defiant woman called

  Melanie Reid, warned me that George’s habit was to patrol up and down the room behind the reporters as they hammered away on their East German-surplus typewriters. Each story was typed on

  three thin sheets of paper, with two sheets of carbon paper between them. The top copy went to the news desk, the second to the sub-editors and the third you kept on a metal spike by your desk.

  George would stop behind a trainee and stand silently as one did one’s best with the white fish catch from Peterhead or a missing car in Aberfeldy. Then he would reach over with one brawny

  arm and, without uttering a word, remove the paper from the typewriter, scrumple it into a ball in front of the trainee’s face, throw it over his shoulder and – wordlessly – carry

  on walking. You knew you were getting better when he allowed you to finish the paragraph before he destroyed it. For someone who’d recently been writing 3,000-word essays on symbolism in late

  modernist poetry, it was a rude wake-up call. Even Melanie sometimes collapsed in floods of tears.




  After an initial suspicious grilling by the news editor, I was led through to meet the editor himself. In those days, editors of the Scotsman were approached through a

  sequence of oak-panelled rooms. Names of previous editors were inscribed in gold paint around the antechamber. My first editor, Eric Beattie Mackay, was a remote and awesome figure, famous

  throughout the Scottish newspaper industry. He was a wiry, depressive-looking man with a shock of white hair and a taciturn manner, to look at not unlike Corporal Fraser from Dad’s

  Army. Like Fraser, he was unrelentingly pessimistic. Unlike Fraser, he had a group of subordinate colleagues who seemed to spend a lot of time in muttering huddles trying to work out what he

  meant by the snorts and head shakings. I was ushered through. At first all I could see was the leather soles of his shoes. He was lying flat in his chair, his feet on his large Edwardian desk,

  staring at the ceiling, his glasses tipped up his forehead. He said nothing. I said nothing. It was a profound, contemplative nothing. It went on for some time. Eventually I coughed. He suddenly

  swung upright. Scarily intelligent eyes stared at me for a moment in apparent surprise. He asked what the dickens I thought I was doing. Aghast, I stuttered that I was there about a traineeship. He

  knew that, he said. He wasn’t stupid. ‘Laddie, I asked you, why?’ Again, I stuttered. I had – ah – that is I wanted to – I believed in –

  well, – quality journalism – and the Scotsman . . .




  At this point, Mackay’s chair crashed backwards and he sprung to his feet like a jackknife, striding to the huge bow window that looked down over Edinburgh towards Princes Street and its

  morning rush-hour crowds. He waved an arm.




  ‘Quality journalism! Quality journalism? Laddie, no one out there is interested in quality journalism. D’you not understand? It’s over. It’s all over . . .’

  He walked back, sat down and slowly returned to the horizontal, staring at the ceiling again. ‘Hmph. Quality journalism . . .’ he muttered. Then he said, ‘Still . .

  .’ And that was it. After a few more moments of silence, I slowly backed out. Waiting for me was the managing editor, a large, pink-faced, anxious-looking man. Had I got the job, he asked. I

  replied honestly, that I hadn’t the faintest clue. Well, what had the editor said? I repeated the conversation as accurately as I could. ‘Hmm,’ said the managing editor,

  ‘that was an interesting one.’ He called in the deputy editor and they talked together. Then, while I was sent to wait, one of them went in to find out. The editor

  was apparently surprised at my reaction. Of course I’d got the job. What kind of a fool was I?




  So the first and most important door to a life in journalism opened. Twenty years ago it was a much more ordered trade. Under rules agreed between the main newspaper groups and the National

  Union of Journalists, hardly anyone was allowed to start in Fleet Street. Everyone had to pass exams set by the National Council for the Training of Journalists and then work for at least two years

  in a provincial newspaper. Various newspaper groups had training schemes. The Wolverhampton and Sheffield Stars had one. The Mirror Group had a centre in Plymouth. And Thomson

  Regional Newspapers, which in those days owned the Scotsman, as well as papers such as the Chester Chronicle, the Aberdeen Press & Journal and the Newcastle Journal,

  had its training centre in the middle of Newcastle upon Tyne where I was fortunate enough to be sent for training. It was known to all as ‘the Brownlee Academy’ after John Brownlee, a

  larger-than-life cigar-chewing newspaper musketeer and lifelong press romantic who ran it. Brownlee believed that to be a journalist was the greatest luck in the world and exuded wicked glee at the

  stunts and dirty tricks a proper hack must learn. By then I’d taught myself to touch-type, but in Newcastle we learned shorthand – still, in my view, invaluable to anyone in journalism

  – and libel law, and how to report court cases, and newspaper terminology and the structure of local government.




  More than that, we were taught how to get a simple local story: we were sent off to local villages and outlying suburbs of Newcastle and told not to come back until we had half a dozen

  publishable stories for the evening paper, the Chronicle. That meant slowly scrubbing away any natural shyness, banging on vicars’ doors, stopping shopkeepers and pleading with

  councillors for anything – anything. Stray dog? Upset at the Guild? Oldest villager? Proud parents of footballer? We learned the soon-to-be-useless skill of removing the voicebox from a

  public telephone so that a rival couldn’t phone his story back – this being several years before mobile phones arrived. We were told to bribe publicans to put ‘out of order’

  signs on the bar phone and encouraged to call rivals with misleading train times – the field craft of a vanished era.




  Back at work in Edinburgh, I found myself an unwilling bit player in a long-running drama about class. In essence, middle-class university children were stealing what had

  been a male, school leavers’ trade. I was hardly the first. Sir Peregrine Worsthorne, for example, was sent as a graduate experiment to the Glasgow Herald immediately after the war. He

  had rather sweetly misunderstood newspaper terminology and thought he was being offered the job of deputy editor, rather than trainee sub-editor, the lowest of the low. The natives, naturally, were

  unfriendly. He sent most of his time making them tea. The social tragicomedy being enacted on the newsroom floor of the Scotsman when I arrived there thirty years later was not fundamentally

  different. Rather as in the army, experienced and sceptical working-class men were knocking the ignorance out of milksops. In a way, George Barton and thousands like him were the staff sergeants to

  the witless second lieutenant of adjectives that, at twenty, I was.




  I survived as a journalist only because of other people. There were people like Arthur Macdonald, a business reporter on the Scotsman who kept a sardonic and bloodshot but essentially

  friendly eye on what I was up to. One day, I was called and given a scoop by an entrepreneur who said he had discovered a technique for pressing waste paper into a substance that could in turn be

  used to build yacht hulls. He had glossy brochures and was about to employ hundreds of people at Portree in Skye. I met him in Glasgow and produced a laudatory feature for the next day’s

  paper. It was a front page story on the business section, my first. Flushed with success the next morning, I took a call from a local Skye reporter up there, a man working for the West Highland

  Free Press. Och, he just wanted to check up, he said – to be sure – that I did know about the fraud charges. The what? Och, yes, at Portree Sheriff Court . . . and my contact left

  the country. I froze. There may have been literal beads of sweat. Arthur, who was keen on what he would describe as ‘a modest refreshment’ in the local pub, was watching me silently. As

  I contemplated the destruction of my career, he gently cheered me up and bought me a beer. Mind you, from then on, whenever he thought I was getting just a little bumptious he would quietly start

  to whistle ‘The Skye Boat Song’. Ever since, when I’ve made some awful howler, when I’ve been leaping to conclusions yet again, I hear it still.




  I have had great editors – Mackay turned out to be one – and generous colleagues of all kinds. My own journalistic hero, though, to whom this book is dedicated, was a reporter. Tony

  Bevins was the wild man of political journalism when I finally arrived in London in the mid-1980s. He looked like a silver-haired Buddy Holly and he believed passionately that

  governments were generally up to no good, and could be tracked down and exposed if you looked carefully enough through the official papers. He was often right. He had a piratical streak and when

  the Independent was formed, Bevins was made its political editor. More experienced colleagues from other newspapers warned me repeatedly to have nothing to do with him. ‘Bevins is

  – completely – mad,’ said Jim Naughtie, and most people seemed to agree. So as soon as he offered me a job I signed up and started the happiest time of my working life. Tony

  Bevins wrote a savage book about journalism of his own. Ratpack attacked the corruption of political journalism by cur-like reporters and bullying bosses, of whom, having worked for papers

  including the Sun, Mail and Times, he’d known a few. It was completely unpublishable: one publisher told Tony he had never come across any manuscript with so many libels

  on every page. At their wild dinner parties Bevins and his wife Mishtu entertained many hacks and politicians and stirred up Westminster horribly. They died suddenly and unexpectedly two years ago.

  I miss Bevins every day.




  Now I turn round, and find I’ve been doing this strange apology for a proper job for more than twenty years, still in it years longer than Michael Frayn advises. I’m quite young,

  really, but quite a lot of my other journalistic heroes and friends have died – cancer, heart attacks, liver failure. Others have moved on to become novelists or businessmen. Somehow,

  somewhere along the road, journalists stopped being shabby heroes, confronting arrogant power, and became sleazy, pig-snouted villains. I don’t know when it happened, or why: this book is

  partly my attempt to find out. Has something turned rotten in the state of journalism or is that only what all ageing hacks believe?




  For that is what I am. In seventeenth-century England, the ‘Tribe of Ben’ became the chosen collective description of playwrights and poets who looked back to Ben Jonson as their

  national hero and father figure. For all journalists, it is his near-namesake Sam Johnson who is the tribal chief, if only because of his dictum ‘only a blockhead writes, except for

  money’. (Below that, in letters of gold, we should remember two of his other remarks – that ‘A man may write at any time, if he set himself doggedly to

  it’ and, equally pertinent to modern journalism, ‘round numbers are always false’.) The Tribe of Sam is now vast. We come in all shapes and sizes, good, bad, decent, disreputable,

  drunk, sober, male and female. This book is idiosyncratic and mottled. It misses out friends, enemies, large areas of journalism about which I know nothing and feuds I feel have gone on too long

  already. But it is this hack’s attempt to tell the story of British journalism.




  To write this, I have read half a library’s worth of books, floated on a sea of old newspapers and interviewed very many people. Just occasionally, I have had to rely on my memory, which

  worries me: when one goes back to check the facts, it is astonishing how frequently one finds them in an impossible or unfamiliar arrangement. But that too is part of this book. We are the

  story-telling mammal and we constantly reshape the world into narratives which make psychological sense to us. Journalists just get paid for doing it. Many of the names of the people who have

  helped me so much appear in what follows. I thank them all. The mistakes are mine, as they always have been.




  The paperback edition of this book is in most respects identical to the hardback edition. The trends identified have not changed, though The Times is now fully tabloid. In most cases,

  circulations are even lower. I have made a handful of minor corrections brought gleefully to my attention by ‘friends’ and by friends. The main change is that I have added an index. I

  left one out of the first edition hoping this would spur idle and time-pressed colleagues to actually read the book. But almost every reviewer protested. They cannot all be wrong and I have

  succumbed. For those who want to dig deeper into some of the modern stories told here, there are many excellent formal histories, most recently Roy Greenslade’s account of post-war

  newspapers. The structure of this book is straightforward: it begins with two chapters looking at the social history of British journalism, little written about, and the history of news. There

  follow more specific chapters about political journalism, editing, broadcast journalism, foreign correspondents and columnists, concluding with a general survey of the state of the trade.
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  The Snobs and the Soaks




  

    

      ‘The journalist requires to be a man or woman of sound physique . . . journalism is no profession for the delicate in health and the physical weakling . . . Perhaps

      the most desirable quality in a journalist is that he should be a good mixer, a sociable soul – The solitary, the exclusive, the scholarly recluse, the boorish, self-opinionated

      dogmatist, the bigot, the pedant, the snob – none of these will find themselves at home in the world of journalism.’




      Teach Yourself Journalism, 19511




      

        ‘Every journalist who is not too stupid or full of himself to notice what is going on knows that what he does is morally indefensible. He is a kind of confidence

        man, preying upon people’s vanity, ignorance and loneliness, gaining their trust and betraying them without remorse . . .’


      




      Janet Malcolm2


    


  




  Who are Journalists?




  What kind of people are they? Have they always been roughly the same, from the slither and stink of Grub Street 300 years ago to the smooth hum of a modern national newspaper

  office? No, clearly not. Even in my time they have changed. In 1980 I joined a world which was overwhelmingly male and lower middle class. The typical journalist seemed to be a cheery middle-aged

  man having trouble at home, who drank pretty freely, had a constant inch of cigarette jammed between his fingers, the nails of which were blunt and damaged from years of ill-treating typewriters.

  Now there are regiments of women, snappily dressed, without discernible alcohol problems, well-educated, with sharp smiles and sharper elbows. The men are sometimes teetotallers

  who keep fit and dress stylishly. They have beliefs which go beyond the sacred duty of lunch. But below the social shifts are deeper questions. Are there particular psychological types who are

  drawn to the trade? Are journalists as much born as made? A shuffle through the history of journalism, which is still an under-researched area, does suggest there are messages about us which

  everyone who reads a paper, or watches a TV news bulletin would benefit from hearing.




  For instance, reporters have often been volunteer exiles, people who have left a secure working-class or professional world in order to live a more precarious and interesting life. In the very

  early days, this might mean gossip writers who had fallen out of polite or aristocratic society – because of sex, gambling, drink – and had to live on their wits. Grubs not butterflies.

  Later it meant working-class boys who struggled out of respectable and thrifty families to a louche, drunken Fleet Street. Also, I have been fascinated by the number of times in a

  journalist’s autobiography, or in conversation, that fatherlessness comes up. And anyone who reads about or watches journalists’ lives must be struck by our unreliability as partners

  – not all of us, obviously, but many of us. Nor do journalists have high self-esteem as a class. The passing-on of information that somebody, somewhere, does not want to see published is not

  a popular business. Devour the gossip; spit out the gossip monger.




  It is often said that journalists as a class are less respected than any group except estate agents and politicians; but it isn’t as simple as that. According to a poll by YouGov in 2003,

  it depends upon who you work for. There are said to be some 70,000 journalists working in Britain, though with so many freelance and part-time people it is hard to be sure. Among them journalists

  for BBC News, ITV News and Channel 4 News are trusted greatly – by 81 per cent of those asked, just below family doctors and above head teachers in a ‘trust index’. Broadsheet

  journalists were trusted by 65 per cent. Local journalists were trusted by 60 per cent. Journalists working for the Daily Mail and Daily Express were trusted by 36 per cent but people

  working for the ‘red-top’ tabloids were indeed down there with estate agents at just 16 per cent. This is illogical and out of date. But overall, ‘hacks’ are seen as characteristically venal, untrustworthy and prurient. Is there something in the trade and the people it attracts which makes us like this?




  Certainly, British journalism is not a profession. Over the years many people have tried to make it one. In the United States they have mostly succeeded. There, every year, tens of thousands of

  journalism graduates are turned out in a sophisticated production process – squish, gloop, plonk, journalist! Squish, gloop, plonk journalist! They are taught about the

  technical skills and the ethics, the heroes of American journalism and its theory. In the process they are moulded and given a protective gloss of self-importance. They have Standards and, in

  return, they get Status. In Britain, it isn’t like this at all. Journalism is a chaotic form of earning, ragged at the edges, full of snakes, con artists and even the occasional misunderstood

  martyr. It doesn’t have an accepted career structure, necessary entry requirements or an effective system of self-policing. Outside organized crime, it is the most powerful and enjoyable of

  the anti-professions. No country in the world has been as journalism-crazed as Britain. Yet, broadly, we do not respect the people who deliver us the very thing we ache for.




  People get into journalism by mistake; or via some obscure trade magazines, or through writing pornography, or family connections. There are well-known journalists today who got in by starting

  as telephonists, printers or secretaries. Others, the winged ones, floated in from Oxbridge colleges straight to The Economist or Financial Times. Yet others had, besides their

  talents, the happy good fortune to be brought up in journalistic dynasties – to be a Coren, Lee-Potter, Lawson, Dimbleby, Wintour, Carvel or Dacre.




  However they got in, the vast majority are journalists because of an irresistible, scratchy need. People will sit for years in local newspaper offices cold-calling the police and hospitals, try

  desperately to stay awake in local council planning or water and sewerage meetings, write about garden ornament design, accountancy vacancies for trade journals, and sit being bellowed at by

  drunken old news editor tyrants. And in the end many fail. We fail sideways; we go off and do something with easier hours and better pay, such as becoming a press officer or public affairs

  consultant for a company or public body. Or we fail upwards, discovering that we have a greater talent for writing novels, plays or film scripts, and then the good things of life, from mossy rectories to first-class plane seats and daughters who know what Verbier is, fall softly into our laps. Or we . . . just plain, ordinary, everyday

  damn-it-can’t-pay-the-bills fail. But for those who want to be journalists, the wanting, the urgent desperation to be a hack is the only thing that really matters.




  What is a journalist? Answer: anyone who does journalism. Journalism includes people who think of themselves as part of a noble elite of truth-seekers and secular priests. It includes

  drunks, dyslexics and some of the least trustworthy, wickedest people in the land. The innocent newspaper reader is not forewarned. To distinguish quality, readers use brands, not bylines. And of

  course bylines don’t have bracketed descriptions after them saying rascal, or liar. The reader doesn’t know who pretends to make the necessary phone calls, but never bothers; or that

  this one hates Tories and always writes them down; or that she is so unreliable her stories are patched together by sub-editors from Press Association copy after she’s gone home. Different

  papers do have different cultures, and carry some kind of reader guarantee. But today newspaper cultures are blurred, and there is a far less clear distinction between broadsheet journalists and

  tabloid hacks than the people who responded to that poll supposed. People move easily between papers and between papers and telly. But, like plumbing or selling fish, there are certain skills

  without which it’s very hard to be a journalist – though it’s a fair bet that there are more journalists who can’t write shorthand or who don’t understand libel law

  than there are fishmongers who cannot gut a mackerel.




  One cheap way of answering the ‘What is a journalist?’ question, which has held many real journalists in thrall, is that a journalist is someone who looks and behaves like a

  journalist. This is a boy thing, mainly, though a few great female journalists, Martha Gellhorn or Ann Leslie, have a certain unmistakable and raffish style. More often, it’s all those tens

  of thousands of men who thought that rumpled suits, battered trilbies, chain-smoking, a whisky habit and a lifetime’s avoidance of responsibility were the thing itself, and not merely

  life-stylistic quirks around it. The memoirs of journalists are reeking and rancid with this romanticism, the smell of cologne and Senior Service cigarettes mingled with damp ink and hot

  collars.




  The lifestyle and image that people want from a job is the magnetic force that draws in some, and repels others. It can shape what the job, the ‘-ism’ comes to be.

  Journalists often choose long hours and insecurity as the entry price for a certain lightness of being. This in turn has made journalism able to stand outside established authority – the

  world of rank, predictability, professionalism and deference. It is why the term ‘responsible journalism’ should be shunned. Responsible to whom? The state? Never. To ‘the

  people’? But which people, and of what views? To the readers? It is vanity to think you know them. Responsible, then, to some general belief in truth and accuracy? Well, that would be

  nice.




  Some say that journalists are people who attempt to search out the truths about the world around them, and then inform the societies they inhabit. Certainly ‘finding out’ is pretty

  central to everyone’s notion of journalism. Journalists do need a certain native nosiness, an urgent, itchy curiosity, or more than that, the ability to spot a ‘story’ in a mass

  of apparently random facts. But where does that leave the people writing about lawnmowers, or cheap wine offers, or even columns about their lovers? How many people who call themselves journalists

  have ever – in their entire careers – really found out anything much?




  That’s not necessarily their fault. In a complicated, developed society, much of the most important finding out can only be done by people with sharper, narrower skills –

  microbiologists, meteorologists, opinion pollsters and market analysts, whose discoveries journalism simply passes on in a more popular (and generally distorted) form. Is a journalist who is told a

  piece of malice-tinged gossip by a politician and passes it on, unchecked, ‘finding out’? Or a journalist who notes down football scores? Most journalism is second-hand retailing, a

  link in a chain. Rather than discoverers, a more honest description might be a kind of postal service for events. Certainly, you can define a journalist as someone who passes on: a compulsion to

  blab and spill secrets is one of the very few things everyone in journalism would agree is essential. But the truth is, ‘What is a journalist?’ is one of those questions to which there

  is no answer. Journalists have a blurred social status, a foggy range of skills, an ill-defined purpose and a ludicrously romantic haze where a professional code would normally be.




  Early Journalists




  The prehistory of modern journalism shows that it has been a ragged and confusing trade all the way through. As early as the 1620s there had been the corantos – as in

  ‘current’, as in ‘current affairs’ – which were semi-regular bulletins of news from the Continent, picked out from similar papers there and translated without comment

  into English. Reporting London news was simply too dangerous. They could run up to eight pages in length; were constantly being suppressed and then tolerated by the Crown; and were popular enough

  for their printers to be satirized by Ben Jonson. The first anonymous hacks were the ancestors of the news agencies, picking up and passing on overseas information.




  The largest group of early writers who wrote for themselves and published weekly, sometimes daily, fare were the dissenting pamphleteers of the seventeenth century. By Cromwell’s

  Commonwealth, according to one estimate, 30,000 pamphlets and journals with a political motive were being published in a single year. Were they journalists? The pamphleteers didn’t think of

  themselves as reporters in a modern sense but as partisan political players, and often religious bringers of Truth and Enlightenment. They bear a passing resemblance to today’s more splenetic

  columnists, though during the Civil War they took greater risks. As both Crown and parliament marshalled their arguments, a school of savage, satirical political writing grew up. Nothing feeds the

  hunger for news quite like war. And it is then, for the first time, that we meet journalists, of a kind. In evolutionary terms, they may be Homo habilis to our Homo sapiens, but the

  gait and glance of the eyes are familiar. Among those whose names we know were John Berkinhead and Marchmont Nedham, a former secretary and a former school usher, both in their twenties, born poor,

  both abusive, unreliable and for hire.




  After the war, under Cromwell’s Commonwealth, the press was dull and censored. With the Royalist Restoration, more publications returned but were also censored, by the thoroughly

  unpleasant Roger L’Estrange. Born in the year Shakespeare died, L’Estrange was a former spy. He is sometimes called the first journalist. In fact he is the origin of all

  journalism’s ill-wishers. He published a pamphlet calling for the severest measures against not only printers and authors but also ‘letter-founders, and the smiths and

  joiners that work upon presses, with the stitchers, binders, stationers, hawkers, mercury women, pedlars, ballad-singers, posts, carriers, hackney coachmen, boatmen and mariners’ who might

  distribute uncensored writing. As a reward for proposing a system of censorship that was only finally achieved in Stalin’s Russia, Charles II appointed L’Estrange as England’s

  official censor, with his own army of snoops and spies to hunt down unlicensed journalists and printers.




  In principle, L’Estrange was against the idea of any public newspapers at all, ‘because I think it makes the Multitude too Familiar with the Actions and Counsels of their Superiours

  . . . and gives them, not only an Itch, but a kind of Colourable Right and License, to be meddling with the government’. But London was hungry for news and when the printers were stopped,

  people would simply hand write newsletters and circulate them. L’Estrange compromised by producing two official newspapers: the Intelligencer on Mondays and the News on

  Thursdays. Samuel Pepys, the greatest private reporter of his day, thought the early editions of the Intelligencer very dull. So did everyone else. Then the plague arrived in London, and the

  court removed itself promptly to Oxford where the courtiers feared they were infected, with something even deadlier than dullness. So in 1665 the Oxford Gazette, the first official newspaper

  that we would recognize as such, appeared – to L’Estrange’s fury. As the court moved back to the capital, the paper moved too and its name was soon changed to the London

  Gazette. Crammed with adverts, full of court and official news, anonymously written, it is hardly a good read, but it was all the frustrated citizens of England were officially allowed. For the

  final years of Charles’s reign were characterized by a brutual war against dissenting journalists, such as Henry Care, which was resolved in the Court’s favour.




  However, the Glorious Revolution of 1688 opened the floodgates. The arrival of a coffee-house culture, where party politics, Whigs against Tories, began to be played out, marks the real start of

  informed public opinion. And for public opinion there must be journalists too. The theatre, and the world of pamphlets, and newsbooks, meant there was already a sub-class of educated but poor

  writers looking for work. The term ‘Grub Street’ had been used to describe the poets and scribblers who lived there as early as the 1630s, but it was only by the 1690s

  that many of them could earn a living from professional news writing. News-sheets began to appear, not only in London but quickly in provincial cities too, publishers printing them off in the

  streets around St Paul’s and other cathedrals. One man would be editor, publisher and collector of facts. He would have touts and tip-off merchants at court, in the early financial markets of

  the coffee and chocolate houses, and at Westminster. The printers’ names survive on mastheads – Robert Walker of Seacoal Lane; Abel Roper the Warwickshire printer, in business at a

  saddler’s shop in Middle Temple; Joanna Brome of the Gun by St Paul’s, and many more. These printers were mostly general publishers, turning out pamphlets, cheap books and ballads as

  well as newspapers, and they were in the business of selling information about public appointments, and aristocratic gossip, some of it as scandalous as anything in today’s tabloid papers

  – murderous duels, bizarre sexual tastes, hidden pregnancies.




  By the early 1700s there was a real newspaper market in London. The Courant, the first daily paper, with a circulation of 800 a day, struggled against another eight rivals, including the

  London Gazette. Few Londoners could read and many of the 500 or so coffee and chocolate houses kept the papers to be read out loud. They were curiously intimate. Some, for instance, like

  Ichabod Dawks’ News-Letter made a point of leaving some space blank for personal news, which could then be written in and posted on to friends and relatives in the country. Others are

  full of the village gossip of London, impenetrable to anyone not living within the radius of a few streets. Would we recognize those early eighteenth-century efforts as newspapers now? They were

  full of political propaganda, unchecked, unlikely rumour and filthy gossip . . . so the answer is yes. But they were stilted and episodic and, to the modern eye, pretty hard to read. For the most

  part, this is still journalism without named or full-time journalists.




  But even in these early days, there are flickerings of what will follow. It took one writer of genuine genius, the tradesman’s son, government spy, novelist and traveller Daniel Du Foo,

  also known as Defoe, to create a journalistic style that lasted. He wrote excellent, clear, uncluttered, reporterly English full of relatively short sentences of plain description. Defoe’s

  longest work was not Robinson Crusoe or Moll Flanders. It was his own newspaper, the Review, which did the secret bidding of his Tory ministerial masters and

  was published from 1704 to 1713. Like many later journalists, he came into journalism as a radical and found that survival involved getting in with the powerful. But he wrote for many other papers

  too including the best-regarded London paper of the time, the Post-Man, owned by a French exile Jean de Fonvive – so you could say that British journalism starts with a pro-government

  hack writing for a foreign proprietor.




  Yet Defoe understood, as no one before him seems to have done quite so clearly, that the news business would only thrive if the public developed a basic trust in its sources and truthfulness. He

  attacked his rival news-sheets and reported that journalistic lying was so widespread in London that it was ‘the Jest of the Town’ with neighbours asking one another: ‘What is the

  Lye of the Week? Or what is the Lye Courant for the Day?’ Defoe was as vehemently attacked for lying himself yet he had the right end of the stick; and it is interesting that the

  coffee-sippers of the early 1700s seem to have been at least as sceptical about their daily papers as Londoners are three centuries later. Defoe was frustrated and puzzled by the torrent of

  nonsense published by his rivals and by the public’s ability to laugh at how easily and regularly they were fooled by false news . . . and then to go out and buy the same scandal-sheet the

  next week, too. Here again, not much has changed. He came to believe in the need for a regulated press, not a censored or government-run press, but one where a certain ethical commitment to the

  truth was required. In that he was way ahead of his time.




  But above all, Defoe was a reporter: he believed in going and seeing with his own eyes. He wanted to hear witnesses with his own ears. He was a perpetual motion machine, who travelled and

  wrote down and interviewed. It didn’t mean he resolved to be impartial, but it did mean he was telling, not just arguing. Some of his most influential and vivid reporting, for instance, was

  carried out for the Post-Boy while he was in Edinburgh. He was actually there as a spy for the London government, watching the riots in the streets and the debates in the Scottish parliament

  as it prepared to vote itself into extinction. Defoe was a passionate believer in the coming union. But the reports he sent back were eyewitness ones, not only of the Scottish debates, but of that

  year’s Scottish corn crop, and house fires in Edinburgh, and horse races. Later, after the two countries were joined, Scottish industry had a very hard time, and there was

  much bitterness. We know about this because of Defoe’s reporting: he went back and recorded the bad, as well as the good. While in Scotland, as a spy, he was in real danger. But he had the

  reporter’s instinct. He just wanted to be there. And he had the priceless journalist’s tool – shorthand – again, way ahead of his time. Later as an editor, where he was

  passing on information, Defoe generally gave some indication of his source – and when he received anonymous tip-offs, he was suspicious, and let it be known: ‘The Gentleman who sent a

  Letter sign’d R.P. is desir’d to send some Authentick Proof of the Fact in his Letter.’




  Like Defoe, the few stars of early journalism tended to be outsiders who forced themselves up, partly because they were articulate and partly because they were desperate. Defoe came from a poor

  dissenting family – his father sold wax for candles. Jonathan Swift sneered at him for being low-born and addressing his work to the barely literate London rabble. But though there were

  well-born writers doing a form of opinion-forming genteel journalism, such as Addison and Steele, they were not characteristic of the young trade. Those collecting and passing on the stories were

  more often disreputable and marginal figures – people like the wicked vicar Henry Bate; the scandal-raking Captain Edward Topham; the champion hoaxer Theodore Hook, and early female

  gossip-traders such as the notorious Mrs Manley and Eliza Heywood of the Female Spectator.




  According to the editor of Pope’s Grub Street Journal, by 1730 there was a class of ‘Collectors’ who were paid to ‘furnish materials for the Dayly Papers’

  and would scour the villages and suburbs for titbits – just as I and my friends were taught to do in Newcastle 250 years on. Pope also pointed out that since they were paid according to the

  length and number of their stories ‘it is no wonder that so few of them are true’. We know some journalists’ real names but they wrote under a wild and confusing thicket of

  pseudonyms – Scandalosissima Soundrelia, Novellus Scandalus, Abednego Simpleton, Mr Nibble-news and Verbosus Enthusiasticus. They were not all Londoners. The weekly Worcester Postman

  was going as early as 1690. Overseas travellers wrote back letters, clerks were paid to send details of court gossip and the printer himself might collect lists of animal prices. By the 1750s there

  were regular papers in Liverpool, Manchester, Nottingham, Coventry, Birmingham, Exeter, Sherborne, Salisbury, Lewes, Bristol, Canterbury, Reading, Ipswich, Cambridge, Oxford,

  Stamford, Leicester, Leeds, Hull, York, Newcastle, Worcester and Derby.




  They were effectively small business start-ups, edited and run by their printers, the capital coming from a wide range of more traditional trades, from distilling to wig making. Where, as in

  Northampton in 1722, two papers were in competition, it was severe and savage. Robert Raikes and William Dicey, publishing the Mercury, had the following to say about their unfortunate rival

  James Pasham and his upstart Northampton Journal: he was a noisy animal, possessed of a ‘thick and stupid Crannium’ whose initial newspaper was nothing more than ‘his first

  Parcel of Bum-fodder’. These papers were certainly rough and ready: the news was generally printed in the order it arrived, and if organized, then merely into news from the Continent,

  America, London and so on. Relatively little local news initially appeared, presumably because in small towns everyone knew it long before the once- or twice-weekly local paper

  appeared.3




  Back in London, William Perry, the son of an Aberdeen carpenter, and an early owner of the Morning Chronicle, founded in 1769, was the first person in Britain to become rich from

  newspapers. Thomas Gurney, who founded Hansard, was an East Anglian watchmaker. He did well, too. The founder of The Times in 1785, John Walter, was a former coal merchant and

  bankrupted insurance underwriter who went into newspapers as an offshoot from a failed printing experiment. Captain Topham founded the World, a grandly named paper, simply because he wanted

  to puff the attractions of his mistress, who was appearing on stage in Drury Lane. Both newspapers and advertising were very heavily taxed in the eighteenth century and it was hard to turn an

  honest penny. The solution was simply to flip dishonest ones instead. Many early editors and reporters, picking up stories about the rich and famous, then simply sold them back again at a tariff,

  taking bribes not to print what they had learned. Another option was taking money from government ministers or rich Opposition politicians who would pay to spread their views. It is hard to

  maintain any sense of dignity when you are scrabbling for bribes and writing to order. Sir Walter Scott told his son-in-law as late as 1829 that to be connected with any newspaper would be ‘a

  disgrace and degradation. I would rather sell gin to poor people and poison them in that way.’4




  There are famous names whom we could include as early journalists – as mentioned already, Samuel Johnson, for his rewriting and reimagining of parliamentary speeches

  before direct reporting was allowed, is one; John Wilkes, the journalistic hero of the age, who will be considered later in relation to politics and journalism, is another. Most novelists we

  remember, including Fielding and Richardson, also wrote for newspapers. So did Boswell. In general, though, we are talking about literary essays or rambles, not news. The few inspiring figures tend

  to be political radicals or idealists who used the power of the press to assault authority – Wilkes in his epic fight with parliament, Hazlitt, and William Cobbett, the greatest political

  journalist after Defoe. Cobbett was like Defoe in being an outsider, the son of a Surrey farm labourer. He was like him in his anger and in running his own paper, the Political Register. He

  was like him in falling foul of the government, imprisoned and financially smashed for attacking the flogging of local Cambridgeshire soldiers by German mercenaries. He was also like him in his use

  of English which, along with Hazlitt’s, hugely influenced the development of newspaper writing in the twentieth century. (Cobbett, however, was not at all like Defoe in his prejudices and

  beliefs. He was a passionately anti-Whig, xenophobic defender of Old England against her modern and reformist enemies, his superb contempt for high finance and political corruption mingled with a

  less than superb contempt for machinery and Jews.)




  Toiling alongside the few remembered geniuses were hundreds of forgotten names, the victims of an era when bylines hadn’t been thought of, a struggling class of educated craftsmen, clerks

  and professionals down on their luck begging a pittance from the first printer-proprietors. Journalists were sneeringly described in the aristocratic London Review of 1835 as a class still

  degraded and sinking: ‘the conduct of our journals falls too much into the hands of men of obscure birth, imperfect education, blunt feelings and coarse manners, who are accustomed to a low

  position in society, and are contented to be excluded from a circle in which they have never been used to move’. From the first British journalism was brutally divided into classes of winners

  and losers: a small crust of the brilliant and famous, and a thin, turbulent porridge of sub-literary desperation roiling below it. And that would not change. But the general exclusion of

  journalists from the class of the powerful was about to change dramatically.




  How Journalists First Became Powerful




  To put it crudely, the Victorians did four things which made Britain the newspaper-mad nation it remains even today. They cut the taxes and lifted the legal restraints which had

  stopped papers being profitable; they introduced machinery to produce them in large numbers; they educated a population to read them; and they developed the mass democracy that made them relevant.

  ‘The press’ in the sense of a great national force had arrived. Leaving behind the rough sexual equality of the coffee houses, and rubbing noses with men in power, journalism moved up

  in the world. It was not always a pretty sight.




  The stamp duty on papers had kept the entrepreneurs who were making fortunes from iron, steam and railways away from the newspaper business – paying all that tax to the government made it

  simply too expensive and risky to bother with. The ferocious laws of criminal libel and censorship imposed during and after the wars against Napoleon had also made journalism a little too dangerous

  for all but the few bravest or most desperate souls. The second generation of provincial papers were relatively small-scale operations, with an editor and a handful of sub-editors plus reporters.

  Since bylines were still virtually unknown, it can be hard to identify the individuals who made up the trade in early Victorian newspapers, unless they happened to come under a literary spotlight.

  One of the most influential dailies, now almost forgotten, did because it was founded by Charles Dickens ten years before stamp duty was abolished. The Daily News started publication in

  January 1845 as a liberal, but high-quality daily. It had a staff of around thirty editors, sub-editors, critics and reporters – fourteen of the latter, including Hazlitt’s son and a

  future famous QC, sitting in their own room, where they wrote with steel-nib pens the stories they had gathered in streets, meetings and from arriving ships. Within a year the paper was making

  waves, proudly declaring that ‘the newspaper is the intellectual life of the nineteenth century, the great agent of modern civilisation’. Dickens soon gave up the Daily News to

  return to novels and his journalism is only now being fully appreciated once more for its brilliance. But in the wider picture of early Victorian journalism, the significance of Dickens, and indeed

  Thackeray, is that they bring a kind of glamour and status to the trade that was lacking before. The place where literature touches reporting is special and valuable: and the

  presence of some of the cleverest literary stars of the 1840s and 1850s in the newspaper world gave early newspapermen a better sense of themselves. The Daily News was full of people who

  lived on the border between literature and hacking – Douglas Jerrold, a printer’s son, former Royal Navy officer, self-educated playwright and hack; Harriet Martineau, the blistering

  anti-slavery campaigner who churned out six long articles a week; Mark Lemon, son of Jewish pub owners and failed dramatist, who became the first editor of Punch, and many more.




  The abolition of newspaper stamp duty in 1855 was the breakthrough moment. It came after decades of campaigning for an end to ‘taxes on knowledge’, both from radicals and

  conservative reformers who thought that education and information would keep the rising working class from revolution. From this moment on, journalism throughout Britain becomes a recognizable

  trade and not simply a hobby or character flaw. The cosmopolitan literary crowd of early Victorian journalism quickly needed constant reinforcements from the classes below.




  One characteristic career shows the shift. Thomas Catling started at the Cambridge Chronicle aged just eleven, employed to remove the damp sheets of freshly printed paper from the press.

  The Chronicle, carried through the streets of Cambridge in washing baskets, sold some two thousand copies, and boasted a reporter of its own. At fourteen, for a pittance, Catling decided to

  try London instead and got a job as a journeyman printer at Lloyd’s. His memory of the job in 1854 offers a rare glimpse of the hard life of early newspaper offices:




  

    

      The machines left the type in a fearful condition, so that many weary hours had to be devoted to washing it with the strongest pearlash or potash procurable. Dirt mingling

      with ink caked the letters together . . . Journeymen were content to wait about all day on the chance of getting a night’s work. Public-houses were of necessity their chief resort,

      affording amusement as well as shelter – cards, bagatelle, skittles . . .


    


  




  Checking copy for mistakes led him to get a part-time education, and then a job as a sub-editor when one fell ill and died. Catling then took advantage of the high-mindedness or

  sloth of Lloyd’s theatre critic, who refused to send in a review on the grounds that nothing in London that week was worth reviewing, and was promptly sacked.

  Catling advanced through the new world of London journalists’ clubs and learned the tricks of reporting. Whether the job was watching a hanging, checking up on a society dinner, discovering

  the condition of Jack the Ripper’s victims, trying to arm-twist Gladstone into writing an article, or, later, watching Oscar Wilde hear himself pronounced guilty, Catling would go in person,

  even after he became the editor of the weekly. By the time he finally retired, after fifty-two years on the paper, Catling was a rather grand social figure, who had dined with the Prince of Wales

  and been received by an American president. He was lucky in his trajectory but not unique and looked back wryly to the 1840s when a Glasgow paper had warned that journalism was a disastrous and

  impoverishing trade: ‘Reader!’ said the Glasgow National, ‘Have you yet fixed upon a profession? If not, never once think of becoming an editor. Beg, take a pedlar’s

  pack, keep lodgers, take up a school, set up a mangle, take in washing. For humanity’s sake, and especially for your own, do anything rather than become a newspaper editor.’




  The next great Victorian innovation, in journalism as everywhere else, was the appliance of science. They invented or imported new printing presses and technologies such as the railway and the

  telegraph, which spread news faster round the country. The first speech to be telegraphed was by Queen Victoria in 1849 but the real exploitation of the telegraph started in the 1860s, when the

  Scotsman was the first paper to install its own wires to London, capable of transmitting 30,000 words of news each evening. The Times quickly installed a line to Paris and soon a

  basic principle of news, which is that it should be new, could be applied almost everywhere in Britain. Leapfrogging improvements in the quality of paper, printing presses and Linotype setting

  machines made it possible to print far more copies far faster. The paper itself changed and today’s wood-pulp paper arrived in the 1880s. The machines coming in from America made the physical

  process of ‘composing’ or arranging the letters and lines of metal infinitely quicker – and at least one, the Linotype, was still going when I started in journalism. Finally,

  railways hugely speeded up distribution, helping spread the ‘national’ press to the big urban populations of the north too. Today’s highly centralized British media can be blamed,

  in part, on the railways. From very early on, special trains were organized to bring edition after edition of the London papers to most of the country – even to Scotland

  where they were not needed.




  Altogether, mid-Victorian Britain was undergoing a media technology revolution unlike anything that followed until the new technologies of the past twenty-five years, with full colour web offset

  printing and photocomposition and the Internet. But the final Victorian achievement made the 1870s a more auspicious and generous time for journalism than the 1970s ever were. The Education Act and

  the arrival of an almost universally literate population – by 1888, literacy was up to 97 per cent which may be higher in English than it is now – produced a boom in readership that

  gave the press a political power the early Victorians would never have dreamt it could wield. A survey in 1867 concluded that the working man with his penny newspaper ‘is by its aid a man of

  fuller information, better judgement and wider sympathies than the workman of thirty years back who had to content himself with gossip and rumour, and whose source of information as to public

  events was the well-thumbed weekly newspaper of the public house’.5 By the 1870s one has the impression of a teeming new trade, still ill-paid but

  rampantly competitive and ingenious in supplying an insatiable market for news and novelty. When trains pulled in at stations and emptied out their commuters and travellers in the 1870s, the floors

  and seats were left piled high with crumpled and discarded papers. The print-mad people had arrived.




  But if profits, technology and education made British journalism grow big, politics made it matter. For as the franchise widened, in great circles, throughout the century, drawing in ever wider

  numbers of voters, the politicians needed these new newspapers to get their messages across to the new voters. It was an intensely, sometimes violently, political age in which speeches and

  manifestos were eagerly read and argued over. Journalists came in from the cold, and posh journalists appeared for the very first time.




  Something of the change in status that Victorian journalists enjoyed can be found in the novels of Thackeray and Trollope. In Thackeray’s Pendennis, written in bursts during the

  1840s, Thackeray tells the story of the setting up of a (fictional) Pall Mall Gazette. It is launched with a wildly overwritten prospectus, hinting untruthfully at high political contacts

  declaring ‘The Statesman and the Capitalist, the Country Gentleman and the Divine, will be amongst our readers, because our writers are amongst them – the Pall

  Mall Gazette is written by gentlemen for gentlemen.’ The reality is described later, as the paper’s sub-editor, Jack Finucane, works with his paste and scissors, stealing news:




  

    

      With an eagle eye he scanned all the paragraphs of all the newspapers which had anything to do with the world of fashion over which he presided. He didn’t let a death

      or a dinner-party of the aristocracy pass without having the event recorded . . . It was a grand, nay, a touching sight for a philosopher to see Jack Finucane, Esquire, with a plate of meat

      from the cookshop and a glass of porter from the public-house, for his meal, recounting the feasts of the great, as if he had been present at them; and in tattered trousers and dingy

      shirt-sleeves, cheerfully describing and arranging the most brilliant fêtes of the world of fashion.


    


  




  Move on just a few years and contrast that with Trollope’s depiction of the journalist Tom Towers in his first Barsetshire novel, The Warden, in 1855. Towers is a

  remarkably up-to-the-minute creation based on Delane, who we will meet shortly; and his Jupiter is The Times. Towers lives in a luxurious apartment at the lawyers’ chambers, the

  Temple, surrounded by a fine library, with a painting by Millais, and overlooking a lawn which stretches down to the Thames. The equivalent today would be a riverside penthouse, decorated with

  Britart. His newspaper has awesome power in politics and public life, terrifying bishops and able to crush dukes with a single column: ‘Britons have but to read, obey and be blessed. None but

  fools doubt the wisdom of the Jupiter: none but the mad dispute its facts.’ Towers is a malign, frightening force in Trollope’s world.




  

    

      He loved to sit silent in a corner of his club and listen to the loud chattering of politicians, and to think how they were all in his power – how he could smite the

      loudest of them, were it worth his while to raise his pen for such a purpose . . . Each of them was responsible to his country, each of them must answer if inquired into, each of them must

      endure abuse with good humour, and insolence without anger. But to whom was he, Tom Towers, responsible? No one could insult him; no one could inquire into him . . .


    


  




  This is so exactly how politicians and others today see editors such as Paul Dacre, of the Daily Mail, that one has to shake one’s head and

  remember it was written 150 years ago. Only a few years divided that novel from Thackeray’s more louche and rackety journalists; but although these divisions are never as clear in real life,

  the jump from outsiders to insiders was really happening in mid-Victorian London.




  The Rise of the Political Hack




  The most important names in mainstream Victorian journalism were the men who made The Times. Its first owner, as we have seen, was a bribe-taking former insurance and

  coal merchant. But his son, also called John Walter, made a point of hiring Oxford and Cambridge graduates, gentlemen whom he paid well and treated almost as guests in his office, where they sat

  down to dinners of venison, beef and turbot. The Times’s first great editor, William Barnes, a friend of radicals and romantic poets,6 kept

  himself anonymous as he built up the paper’s extraordinary network of contacts across London and the Continent. He infuriated and influenced politicians of all parties, and was courted by

  them. He left one of the best early descriptions of the case for violently aggressive journalism, particularly in this rainy island. Newspaper writing, he said, was like brandy: ‘John Bull,

  whose understanding is rather sluggish – I speak of the majority of readers – requires a strong stimulus. He consumes his beef and cannot digest it without a dram; he dozes composedly

  over his prejudices which his conceit calls opinions; and you must fire ten-pounders at his densely compacted intellect before you can make it comprehend your meaning . . .’7




  Barnes died relatively young, at fifty-five, from overwork and drink – a journalistic model in more ways than one – and was succeeded by John Delane, who got the job partly through

  family connections. Delane is still the most famous editor of The Times and it was under him that the High Victorian version of the paper became the thundering voice of the British

  Establishment. A workaholic, whose wife became mad and who shunned his home, Delane developed a wide range of political and social contacts, which allowed him to reach deep into the inner thinking

  of successive governments. He called his socializing ‘swelling’ and was a good enough journalist to remain mentally an outsider: ‘I have the bad taste not to

  greatly admire the society of Dukes and Duchesses, and a nearer acquaintance with the stuff out of which “great men” are made certainly does not raise one’s opinion either of

  their honesty or capacity.’8




  His working day reflected the late deadlines of Victorian newspapers. According to the paper’s official history, ‘He remained in bed until shortly before luncheon, turning that meal

  into breakfast. He generally reached Printing House Square at 10.’ Then Delane would instruct his leader writers, read up to 200 letters sent in each day for publication and revise, by hand,

  the whole text of the paper. We can picture him in his white top hat and surging whiskers picking his way home through the quiet streets of the Victorian capital, the first light coming up on

  Wren’s steeples, leaving his paper with its revelations as a ticking political bomb behind him. He rarely left The Times office before 5 a.m. and famously claimed to have seen more

  sunrises than any man alive. Delane picked up so much inside material that one Whig leader, Lord Russell, told Queen Victoria it was ‘mortifying, humiliating and

  incomprehensible’.9 In his later years – he retired in 1877 – The Times was accused of being the real government of Britain.

  Everyone, including prime ministers and the queen herself, protested and tut-tutted about Delane’s power. And everyone courted him and everyone read his paper.




  The Times’s leader writers were generally Old Etonians and Oxbridge types, with impressive educational records; but there were loucher characters too. The paper had on its staff

  characters like General Eber, a Hungarian freedom fighter, and Henri Stefan Opper de Blowitz, swathed in furs and cigar smoke, a man who sounds like someone out of Thackeray’s wilder

  fantasies but who was in fact a diplomatic correspondent, interviewing Bismarck and scooping half the embassies of Europe partly by the expedient tactic of sleeping with the statesmen’s

  wives. Most famously of all, there was William Howard Russell, an Irishman from a struggling family, whom we will meet later.




  Over at the Daily Telegraph, meanwhile, they had George Augustus Sala. Lucky them: Sala was in many ways Britain’s first modern newspaper star, a real roving reporter as we

  understand the term. Later in life, when he was famous throughout Europe and America for his Telegraph reports, Sala happily boasted: ‘I have forced myself on the

  public. I have dragged myself up. I have compelled the world to listen to me.’ It was not an exaggeration. Sala sprang from an almost ludicrously colourful but impoverished family

  which included male dancers, Prussian gentry, an Italian cardinal and at least one female tightrope-walker. At times he experienced dreadful poverty, wandering through London’s clubland,

  peering in at the dining-room windows and drooling as he watched luckier men eat, or walking behind cigar smokers to sniff their second-hand smoke. His means of subsistence included a growing

  stream of hack journalism for Charles Dickens’s periodical Household Words.




  One hot August night in 1851 Sala was locked out of his home and when his cleaning woman let him in the next day, he sat down to write an account of his evening, ‘The Key of the

  Street’, which a friend persuaded him to send to the great Dickens, who liked it. Sala’s early essay in journalism can still be read, entirely anonymous, in bound copies of Household

  Words. And it still reads well. It made Sala’s name. At times a little elaborate, even overwritten in the mid-Victorian style, it was as racy and detailed as Dickens’s writing

  itself. We move from a cheap fourpence-a-night flophouse (‘. . . the smell of the bugs, Ugh! – the place was alive with them. They crawled on the floor – they dropped from the

  ceiling – they ran mad races on the walls!’) to a fire in Soho and then to a bench in St James’s Park where he meets a young tramp, half-naked with neither shoes nor socks, who

  mutters ‘hard lines, mate’. By early morning, Sala is briefly tempted by a so-called coffee from a stall (‘burnt beans, roasted horse-liver and refuse chicory’), avoids some

  genuinely dangerous pubs frequented by muggers, whose sideline is strangling their victims, to finish his night slumped over a copy of the Sun newspaper – no relation – in a

  coffee house until dawn breaks. ‘The Key of the Street’ has more than a whiff of George Orwell’s reportage as a tramp in the 1930s and it is not hard to see why it impressed not

  only Dickens, but also Thackeray and a clutch of London editors.




  So Sala finally found his trade and began his career as a paid reporter. During the course of a long working life, he reported from Russia, America during the Civil War, Austria, Italy, North

  Africa, Spain, Australia and Mexico. He was arrested as a spy in France, asked to stand for parliament (he refused), narrowly escaped death when a boiler on Brunel’s

  Great Eastern exploded, and became a great Victorian celebrity. Stupidly, soon after his night-time walk, Sala fell out with Dickens, and was hired by the cheap and disreputable, newly

  founded Daily Telegraph, for whom he wrote for over thirty-seven years. Like many hacks to come, Sala assumed munificent expenses. He is said to have returned one day to the

  Telegraph’s office and written out a chit, ‘To expenses in Persia – £3,000.’ When an accounts clerk nervously asked if perhaps he could have a little more

  detail, Sala grabbed a pen and wrote simply: ‘To arsing and buggering about in Persia – £3,000.’ He was good value, in the sense of churning out hundreds of thousands of

  words, but it came at another kind of price, too. Sala’s prose was rarely as fresh as it is in his early street essay. With the hot breath of daily deadlines on his neck, he became, like so

  many overworked hacks, long-winded.




  It was the era of self-important, prolix, arch English, the original ‘journalese’, and Sala’s biographer claims Sala was, more than anyone else, responsible for a time when

  ‘your smart reporter did not speak of coffee, for instance, but of the fragrant berry of Mocha. Blood, of course, was the crimson stream of life, a dog’s tail his caudal appendage, and

  the oyster . . . the succulent bivalve.’10 Sala himself admitted that in order to fill up the paper, ‘I made as much as I could of what I

  knew. I was impatient, dogmatical, illogical and could be, myself, from time to time, aggressive and abusive.’11 Blather and abuse remain, today,

  the stand-ins for scores of columnists churning out too many words. As George Orwell complained half a century later, this introduced a profound insincerity into English: ‘A mass of Latin

  words falls upon the facts like soft snow, blurring the outlines and covering up all the details . . . When there is a gap between one’s declared aims, one turns as it were instinctively to

  long words and exhausted idioms, like a cuttlefish squirting out ink.’ I like to think of Sala as the grandest, happiest cuttlefish of all.




  Like many modern journalists, Sala lived high on the hog during his good years. By the age of forty he was earning the rough equivalent of a £200,000 salary today, but was unable to manage

  his finances, and died poor. Like later followers, he worked on his image, always wearing bright white waistcoats and scarlet ties (think of Robin Day, or the battered-trilby-and-raincoat brigade).

  He travelled abroad with a revolver, corkscrew and dress suit and in 1871 gave his own assessment of what a good reporter needed: ‘to speak half a dozen different languages

  with tolerable fluency; to have visited or resided in most parts of the habitable globe . . . to be a good cook, a facile musician, a first-rate whist-player, a practised horseman, a tolerable

  shot, a ready conversationalist, a freemason, a philosopher, a moderate smoker – and a perfect master of the art of packing’. Who could resist journalism after reading that? Sala was

  not only famous in his lifetime, but remained a great figure of memory in Edwardian Fleet Street and was still being quoted by hacks in bars in the 1950s and 1960s. He forms part of the DNA of the

  modern British journalist’s self-image, even though hardly anyone remembers his name today. His exuberant lifestyle, financial chaos, boasting, competitiveness and tricks are part of much

  that is romantic and attractive in the journalistic myth.




  Victorian journalists are not distant relatives of today’s trade. They are its fathers. Dickens, Jerrold, Lemon, Barnes, Russell, Eber and Catling, as well as Sala, were outsiders, who

  struggled with early poverty and setbacks and who fought for their later fame and power. A high proportion – and this holds good for a wider sample – came from immigrant or Irish

  families. Most of them led undisciplined and occasionally riotous private lives, yet worked fanatically hard at their profession. They tended to be clubbable, boastful, short-tempered and bad with

  money. They began as radicals and mostly – not all – ended up as conservative patriots. And, of course, they were becoming more powerful. Where once, in the time of Hazlitt and Cobbett,

  and the early Dickens, political journalism was idealistic, angrily throwing stones at unreformed power, it began to become the writing of journalists who knock at power’s door, and are let

  in. Next, journalism starts to become a power itself, a force to be reckoned with, flattered but resented.




  The Overreachers




  The warning signs had been there with Delane. But as Victorian democracy was spread from the rich to ever-wider classes of householders, so journalists became their essential

  intermediaries. What had really kept journalism down in the previous century was a lack of self-respect and confidence amongst journalists. This was changing. Quite a few provincial editors and Fleet Street writers went into the Commons as MPs themselves. Many were given honours and considered themselves to be the social equals of dukes and members of

  the Cabinet. As the century wore on, politicians had to win the ear of editors to get their views across. It was the power, as politicians from Burke to Churchill complained, of the middleman.

  Shrewd politicians picked this up quickly. Lord Palmerston worked so closely with supportive newspapers he was widely suspected of actually writing their articles about him. According to the

  definitive account of the period, ‘Lord Rosebery had a stable of journalists whom he kept nearly as well groomed as his stable of horses.’12

  Disraeli’s journalistic dabbling was constant and famous. Gladstone blamed his fall from power in 1874 entirely to losing the support of the pro-Liberal Daily News.




  By late Victorian times, the leading papers employed a select band of top-hat-wearing and self-important political writers. They were a cadre of perhaps a hundred professional leader writers,

  recruited directly from the universities, paid well (up to £1,000 a year in the 1870s, a good middle-class income then) and regarded with jealousy and dislike by ordinary hacks. Most

  journalists, of course, were not like this. The leading reporters of Victorian London, as opposed to the political commentators, were rarely university educated and had few delusions of power:

  ‘they belonged not to the swell West End Clubs but instead haunted the City taverns, the Cheshire Cheese, the Cock, the Edinburgh Castle, which used to remain especially open for them late

  into the night . . . men of little social ambition . . . the rootless product of an expanding society’.13 A surprising proportion were Irish or

  Scottish – by one guess at the time, three-quarters of London reporters were – and many were alcoholics. But the general status of the trade was being pulled up by politics.




  Soon journalists began to overreach themselves. The most stunningly successful and colourful late-Victorian editor was undoubtedly W. T. Stead, the bearded, blazing-eyed and riotously sexual

  editor of first the Northern Echo and later, more notoriously, The Pall Mall Gazette, which he turned from a staid political newspaper into a massively influential campaigning organ.

  A passionate evangelical Christian from the north of England, Stead made the empire crackle with his opinions. He drove the government into reforms of the Royal Navy; was heavily responsible for

  Gladstone’s disastrous decision to send General ‘Chinese’ Gordon to Khartoum; campaigned courageously against the Boer War; and helped promote the first Hague

  peace conference, as he became increasingly worried about a war of the European powers. He believed that ‘the English race, like Jews and Romans even more, has a world wide mission to

  civilise, colonise, Christianise, conquer, police the world and fill it with an English-speaking, law-abiding Christian race’.




  Stead’s journalism used frank sensationalism in style and layout. He was a great user of multi-deck headlines and other American-style innovations which looked to later Victorian eyes as

  lurid as the extremes of tabloid style can seem today. His importance is that he was the first to show how sensationalism allied to campaigns could change the country’s politics. He could

  whip up crowds, scare Gladstone and humble the Admiralty . . . and he did not apologize for any of it. He campaigned against slum housing in London as effectively as Dickens in his day, achieving

  great reforms where traditional higher-minded campaigners failed. Most famously, he campaigned against the vile sex trade in girls – some as young as eight. The Pall Mall

  Gazette’s offices were besieged by readers desperate for the latest instalment and Stead’s achievement was to get the female age of consent raised to sixteen. But in doing so, he

  paid money to a mother, got caught in a journalistic sleight of hand, and was imprisoned for three months.




  Characteristically, Stead seems to have thoroughly enjoyed prison, conducting himself as a latter-day Christian martyr and prophet. An unabashed believer in what he called government by

  journalism, he understood that newspaper power would become rampant in the century ahead. In 1886 he said:




  

    

      I am but a comparatively young journalist, but I have seen Cabinets upset, Ministers driven into retirement, laws repealed, great social reforms initiated, Bills

      transformed, estimates remodelled, programmes modified, Acts passed, generals nominated, governors appointed, armies sent hither and thither, war proclaimed and war averted, by the agency of

      newspapers.14


    


  




  He went down with the Titanic: his trade kept rising.




  Politicians, naturally, saw dangers here and tried to repel it, but by the end of the First World War, the interweaving of newspaper power and political

  power had become dangerously intense, and ‘the pressman when he calls on a Cabinet Minister . . . is likely as not to find tea laid on for him, cigars at his elbow, carefully selected

  liqueurs on the sideboard, while the information he is in search of is freely poured out, of course more or less diluted or sweetened according to taste’.15




  Literary Journalism




  Literary reviewers are a class apart. They are fundamentally different from the reporting or editing hack. It could be argued they barely belong in this book at all. They wrote

  weekly articles, at great speed; but their spread of learning and wisdom was far beyond what you would expect from a newspaperman. I suppose that including reviewers in a book about journalism is a

  bit like including T. S. Eliot in a book about banking. Still, even if they are our grander second cousins, they need to be mentioned. Their genealogy being different, I have grouped their family

  history here, and kept it short.




  The first and best of the great reviews was started by a Scottish lawyer with deep literary and intellectual interests and a savage pen. Francis Jeffrey’s Edinburgh Review came out

  four times a year, and reached an audience of some 50,000, ranging from most of the serious thinkers of Britain to overseas subscribers such as Napoleon. He intended to educate and reform public

  life, by reviewing everything worth knowing about, from politics to poetry, science to agriculture, geography to the classics. This fantastically ambitious attempt to tell the intelligent readers

  about all of life, and in doing so make them better people, has been described as a kind of progressive ‘spilt religion’. Jeffrey was seen by his enemies as an ayatollah of the

  Enlightenment and his power was enormous: when an early poem of Byron’s got a bad notice in the Edinburgh, the poet contemplated suicide and downed three bottles of claret. (This, it

  has to be said, was not an entirely unusual Byronic response to life’s little upsets.)




  The Edinburgh was followed by the Quarterly Review, the Nineteenth Century, and many other rivals, giving an outlet for writers of the quality of Coleridge, Sydney Smith,

  Macaulay, Trollope and Carlyle. The Westminster Review was edited by the great philosopher of utilitarianism John Stuart Mill, and later by George Eliot. In that great

  blizzard of printed paper that was Victorian Britain, a host of others followed – The Academy, John O’London’s Weekly, the Fortnightly Review. The seriousness

  of the great Victorian quarterlies passes down to later flavours of spilt religion, such as the socialism of Sidney and Beatrice Webb’s New Statesman – which also tries to

  educate its readers in everything from world affairs and industrial economics to the modern novel. One of the things the reviews did for journalism was to open it up for university professors;

  young literary writers, struggling with their first books; and the host of serious amateur Victorian and Edwardian intellectuals – the travelling clergymen, the multilingual colonial

  administrators, and the politicians who studied Greek coins in their spare time. They did part of the job that upmarket radio programmes and late-night TV reviews do now, providing a platform for

  the country’s intellectual conversation. The most successful literary journalists are famous independently of newspapers through their books and lectures – Ruskin, Matthew Arnold, and

  later George Bernard Shaw, even George Orwell, who despite being a star member of the National Union of Journalists never worked a day in a newspaper office in his life.




  The penury and graft of book reviewing in the old Fleet Street is a theme that echoes through scores of memoirs of Edwardian and early twentieth-century London. From the late 1930s comes this

  brutal assessment by a reporting journalist:




  

    

      There is . . . nothing so appalling as being a specialist. There are in Fleet Street book reviewers who look tired and faded. They have a bowed air. They look frail as

      moths. One man I know reads twenty books a week. He is never without a book. He walks with one under his arm. He reads at every meal. He sleeps barely five hours a night. He rarely talks. His

      mind is absolutely doped . . . He is as much to be pitied as the mechanic who performs one tedious operation on a machine for his living.16


    


  




  Book reviewing is still a hard, underpaid, hamster-wheel of a life.




  The original professor-hack of modern times, who churns out newspaper pieces to order and boosts his or her income massively, was A. J. P. Taylor. He reached a mass audience through papers and

  later television, earning the envy and contempt of toffee-nosed historians who could not or would not do the same. David Starkey and John Casey, a donnish don from Cambridge who

  cranks out ‘why, oh why?’ hand-wringing pieces for the Daily Mail, are modern equivalents. Simply put, if newspapers require fast writing and some historical knowledge, then

  universities have, and always will have, people who can meet the demand . . . and are relatively underpaid, and willing. The emergence of Superdon, with huge book contracts, television series and

  regular columns, making more money than novelists or film writers, is only the latest evolutionary step in a trend which started in arguments about romantic poetry conducted with quill pens 200

  years ago. In its way, reviewing helped elevate the profession, too, so that there seemed to be a shimmering blur between the writing of grand novels, or holding chairs in ancient universities, and

  the inky, grubby business of writing for newspapers for money. Some of the most influential and famous journalist role models of all turn out to be people who were really more literary than

  journalistic. George Orwell and Evelyn Waugh, opposites in most things, had more influence on the way journalists see themselves than any ordinary news reporter has had.




  Getting In: Local Papers and the Rise of the Modern Reporter




  But what of them? Even as the political grandee journalists of Edwardian London were stretching out for their brandies and enjoying their new status, and New Grub Street was

  filling up with would-be essayists and reviewers from Oxbridge, real journalism was being seized from below. The vast growth of the press saw weeklies, evening dailies and then daily morning papers

  spring up across Britain, not only in the great merchant and industrial cities – but in hundreds of dormitory towns and suburbs whose sense of themselves was based around a local paper. It

  was an age of local pride which modern Britain has at least half forgotten. The great carved and marbled halls of newspaper offices in the largest cities mimicked the libraries and town halls being

  raised at the same time. Almost everywhere soon had its ‘local rag’. Servicing them required tens of thousands of reporters and fast word-slashing subs; so a rising trade gave a bright,

  glittering opening to sharp, literate, working-class boys trying to avoid a lifetime as a clerk or shop assistant.




  Competition in the cities produced a steady spiral in pay, making journalism a practical option for people who wanted respectability. In the 1870s local journalists were still often earning less

  than bricklayers or rural schoolteachers.17 In the sticks, journalists’ status was low. Merely being involved in newspapers could get you excluded

  from local clubs. So the toughest then went to the national papers and began to change the whole atmosphere of the trade.




  One young recruit, later a Daily Mail editor, Tom Clarke, arrived in Fleet Street at the turn of the twentieth century and described the leading men of the Mail then in words that

  could have been used for scores of other papers: ‘Few of them could be accused of soft-heartedness or sentimentality. Most of them had come up from near the bottom by sheer hard work, and

  that had left an ineradicable hardness of character. Scarcely one among them had had time or money to go to university . . .’18 They had been

  recruited young from school, because they were paid by age and no one wanted to waste money on twenty-something newcomers when you could get a fresh, hyperactive and nervous teenager.




  The earliest mass training scheme was introduced, based on the indenture system. By 1931, little had changed in this almost wholly male world:




  

    

      The apprenticeship begins in a small town or suburban newspaper office upon the payment of a variable premium. The lad is bound for three or five years to undertake every

      job from sweeping out the reporters’ room to delivering letters and gazing at dead bodies in mortuaries. He receives in return barely enough to pay for his bus fares and lunches. At the

      end of the apprenticeship, on a test not of merit but of years, he is entitled to a union-maintained minimum wage . . . which at least ensures him the right to live.19


    


  




  The atmosphere of servant-and-master is well caught by a 1939 apprenticeship agreement for sixteen-year-olds: ‘. . . the apprentice . . . shall not gamble with cards or

  dice and shall not play at unlawful games or frequent taverns but in all things he shall demean and behave himself towards the masters as a good and lawful apprentice ought to

  do’.20 It sounds more like joining a medieval monastery than a modern office.




  It was a start that would have been familiar to thousands, including the ‘three Cs’ of British journalism in the middle of the twentieth century: Hugh Cudlipp, generally regarded as

  its greatest all-round journalist; James Cameron, its greatest reporter; and Arthur Christiansen, its greatest editor.




  Cudlipp was the son of a rotund, gregarious commercial traveller in the Welsh valleys and had two brothers who were both journalists. For a while, all three were national newspaper editors at

  the same time. Hugh was brought up in a scrimping working-class family and was an early intellectual rebel at school. He left at fourteen, and in 1927 began as indentured trainee at the tiny

  Penarth News, learning to hang around with undertakers to get death notices; to write up local football matches, church events and Scout news; and even to review a local musical

  society’s rendition of Handel’s Messiah – a work he knew nothing of, had to look up in a local library, and reported by the successful expedient of recording the name of

  every singer. When that paper, with its circulation of 3,000, eventually failed, Cudlipp went to the Cardiff Evening Express and then to Blackpool, where he used every stunt and wheeze in

  the book to get scoops about travelling circuses, naughty vicars and the like. He was just eighteen when he made it to Fleet Street as a sub-editor on the Evening Chronicle and was a

  full-grown editor three years after that. Cudlipp edited like a god, wrote like an angel and was an irascible, hard-drinking, trilby-wearing icon to a generation; his life is brilliantly described,

  however, in many other books, including his own.




  Some years earlier, Arthur Christiansen, editor of the Daily Express in its golden years, had followed a similar path. The son of a struggling shipwright, he left school at sixteen and he

  started in 1920 at the tiny Wallasey and Wirral Chronicle, whose office was much like that of Cudlipp’s Penarth News – ten by fifteen feet, with a floor covered with

  rotting linoleum and two tables covered with old newspapers, a single book and the local street directory. He had been advised to do anything to get into newspapers, even scrubbing the steps. He

  rose through the Liverpool papers like a rocket and reached Fleet Street as a valued London editor aged just twenty. But, unlike Cudlipp, who had loved the romance and wickedness

  of his Blackpool reporting, Christiansen loathed that side of the trade. His first reporting mission, a characteristic job for a novice, involved gathering details of the death of a local churchman

  from his widow. Later he wrote:




  

    

      I hated this side of newspaper work. I hated calling at the homes of the bereaved in train disasters and the like . . . I hated pushing people around as reporters must

      sometimes do . . . I was frightened of tipping witnesses in case I gave them too much or distressed them by giving them nothing at all. I hated being in the ‘ring’ of shorthand

      reporters that evening newspapers employ for the purpose of getting important speeches quickly to the printer . . . those old cuttings bring memories of fright, nausea, hot embarrassment and

      near-failure.21


    


  




  He found his natural world to be the office, the page layout and the headline, where he turned out to be a ‘sub’ of genius, with a natural eye for making pages look

  exciting and other people’s prose read well.




  James Cameron was by contrast in lifelong revolt against what he called the ‘imbecile thralldom of the office’. Both his parents died from drink and his father had been an

  unsuccessful lawyer who wrote sensational and sentimental stories for D. C. Thomson newspapers. Cameron left school at seventeen and joined the Manchester office of the Scottish-owned Weekly

  News, ‘filling paste-pots and impaling the other daily newspapers on the file’ before getting his start in Dundee and Glasgow. Arriving in London, he found he hated the whole

  business of working as a sub-editor: ‘I loathed every day of my absurd looking-glass life, working through the noisy hours of darkness, drinking desultorily through the brief day that is a

  newspaper sub’s only contact and relationship with the rest of the world . . .’22 Spurning this existence he became instead perhaps the

  greatest foreign correspondent of his age.
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