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  Born in Epsom, Jeremy has previously been presenter of Newsnight, political correspondent at Westminster, reporter on the Today

  programme and Africa correspondent based in Johannesburg. He has also been presenter of Panorama, the world’s oldest current affairs programme. In 2003, Jeremy took over the Radio 2

  news and music slot Sir Jimmy Young had occupied illustriously for twenty-nine years.




  ‘A fascinating read’ Guardian




  ‘Jeremy Vine is the perfect diarist . . . Brilliant’ Daily Telegraph




  ‘A wry candour that never tips into spite’ Observer




  ‘Wry, self-knowing and sometimes delightfully acid . . . Vine shows himself as good a writer as he is a broadcaster’ Andrew Marr




  ‘A terrific book’ Richard Bacon




  ‘Really interesting reading’ Sara Cox




  ‘Jeremy Vine writes the way he broadcasts: warm, witty and often revelatory. This book is packed with gossip and fun – but also real insight’ Jonathan

  Freedland




  ‘Engagingly honest and hugely enjoyable . . . A highly likeable book from a highly likeable broadcaster’ Ken Bruce




  ‘A thought-provoking yet satisfyingly gossipy account of being a BBC lifer. I laughed out loud and winced at the same time’ Fiona Bruce




  ‘This is a roller-coaster ride around the thrills and spills of life in a media career: Jeremy Vine has steadfastly worked his way around all the enclaves of current

  affairs power in the BBC; he has done it with aplomb and lashings of skill and confidence. Now he takes us with him down the corridors of power and into the newsrooms of influence. His account is

  often hilarious and self-deprecating, but laced with nuggets of wisdom for those thinking of taking the same path’ Joan Bakewell
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  ‘No. It is in the control of four families.’




  Spokeswoman for Naples police, 1994, responding to my question:


  ‘Is crime in this city completely out of control?’




  





  Chapter One




  THAT BIGOTED WOMAN





  A loaf of bread. A pensioner in Rochdale. A stressed-out assistant to an equally stressed-out prime minister. Random voters. A local MP. A presenter. A studio. A camera. A

  radio show . . .




  How do you put all those items together to make an election car crash?




  It is something that has often crossed my mind since the moment Gordon Brown put his head in his hands on my show and seemed – to those who saw it – to signal the defining low as

  Labour crashed from power after thirteen years. It was also a defining moment for my Radio 2 programme, although it remains slightly vexing that the most memorable few seconds in the recent history

  of my radio show are only remembered because they went out on television.




  But what force is it that puts together all those items? As a broadcaster you wonder about this the whole time. What is the difference between all the interviews you forget, and the one nobody

  ever forgets?




  A special kind of jeopardy attaches itself to people in politics and broadcasting. Good luck, for sure – but an abrasive brand of bad luck, too. That morning, as I prepared my show with

  the producers, I had no idea it would hinge on the realization by a pensioner in Rochdale that she was out of bread. Gillian Duffy and I would meet in person, several months down the line; what a

  gem she turned out to be. But for now Mrs Duffy was just an ordinary voter on a mission. The mission was not anything as dramatic as humbling a prime minister. The mission was to buy that sliced

  white loaf.




  It is very rare for anything out of the ordinary to happen in interviews these days. As broadcasters have improved their skills with the rapier, politicians have started lugging huge shields

  into the arena. They are massively on guard. Their career can end with literally one word – quite a thought. They behave as if you are trying to help them end it, whereas in fact the

  interviewer just wants enough of the guard down to allow some of the truth out.




  But when it goes wrong for them it can be catastrophic. Some say the 2010 general election turned on that single moment involving Gordon Brown and Gillian Duffy.




  The sequence of events was like an episode of 24, where every new development had a camera trained on it. Brown had a conversation in Rochdale with Mrs Duffy. During one of his

  walkabouts she had confronted him firmly but politely, among other things raising her complaint about immigration – Eastern Europeans were ‘flocking’ here, she insisted.




  On the surface the Prime Minister was extremely nice to the pensioner, saying ‘Good woman, good family’, but apparently he misheard the word ‘flocking’ and thought she

  had said a quite different word beginning with ‘F’. So when he climbed into his car, the PM’s attitude changed completely. He told an aide she was ‘a sort of bigoted

  woman’ and blamed an assistant called Sue for the ‘disaster’. Unknown to Brown, he was still wearing a Sky microphone in the car and their camera captured the exchange.




  What is interesting, looking back, is that if you watch the original encounter between Brown and Duffy there was nothing in it to justify him thinking it was disastrous. Even with the wrong

  F-word, it still would not have been that bad. Duffy is the type of salt-of-the-earth voter who will give as good as she gets while remaining courteous, and most politicians enjoy themselves in

  that kind of encounter.




  Not Gordon Brown. Although I have always found him likeable when spending time with him, he does not laugh easily. If you try to picture Brown watching, say, a Michael McIntyre DVD and roaring

  with laughter, you will find it impossible to do. His brainpower is immense, but somehow the simple act of smiling has become too complicated to master. Gillian Duffy had inflated one of the big

  black rainclouds in his head.




  I have to add a rider. I am the patron of a charity called Hope HIV, which helps African orphans. The organizers asked once if I could enquire about holding a reception in Downing Street. I

  contacted Sarah Brown, whom I knew a little, and she was more than willing. Brown was Chancellor at the time, and I did not expect him even to know about the event. Yet he turned up, spent time

  talking individually to us all and even made a speech. When I pointed out a photo of the site of one of the projects, which was essentially just an arid field, he said: ‘Isn’t that

  Malawi? It looks like Malawi.’ It wasn’t – it could have been anywhere – but he had the wide-eyed interest of a child when it came to Africa. All this impartial journalist

  can tell you is that it was a side of him that looked much more real and much more human too.




  So, back to the car and the Sky microphone.




  It records him saying that Gillian Duffy is a bigot, and all hell breaks loose.




  The Sky people take the tape to their van and play it to Duffy. Her reaction – where she gasps, and her jaw drops below her hemline – reflects even more badly on Brown. He has been

  rude about a sweet pensioner who said nothing unpleasant to him (it really was ‘flocking’) and, this being an election, the story will go stratospheric because that is what every story

  does in an election.




  By sheer coincidence, that day I was due to interview Brown.




  A week earlier we had been told by Labour that he would be in our Manchester studio, with me in London. I was not terribly happy about this, because interviewing is a contact sport. Doing it

  down the line is like fencing by telephone. I had asked if we could ‘at least put a webcam in the Manchester studio’ – just so I could see him and he could see me?




  No, Labour said, absolutely no cameras.




  Which made what followed utterly puzzling to me.




  As Radio 2’s big election interview with the PM began, I did not know anything about the Duffy business. I’m in London, he’s in Manchester. Our agenda is the banks. Why were

  they allowed to get in a position where they almost took the country off the cliff with them? Who, by the way, had been Chancellor at the time?




  As I go through our pages of carefully prepared questions, my editor Phil Jones says to me in my headphones, ‘He’s been rude to a pensioner in Rochdale. I’ll get the

  details.’




  We forge ahead with the economy, the banks, the uselessness of the Financial Services Authority. Then the editor says, in my headphones, ‘Her name is Gillian Duffy. He called her a

  bigot.’ He brings in a single line of copy from a news agency.




  At this point we are twenty minutes into an interview about the financial crisis, not that anyone remembers that. I say to the PM, ‘Can I ask you about something that happened earlier? You

  were speaking to a pensioner in Rochdale. Apparently a microphone picked you up saying, “That was a very bigoted woman.” Is that what you said?’




  His reply hints at the confusion he is still in over the use of the word flocking:




  

    

      

        

          Brown: I apologize if I’ve said anything like that. What I think she was raising with me was an issue about immigration and saying there were too many, er,

          um, er, people from eastern Europe in the country. And I do apologize if I’ve said anything that has been hurtful and I will apologize to her personally.


        


      


    


  




  It was the evasion of a one-legged scrum half, the kind of lumpen sidestep that signals to an interviewer that it is worth pressing on.




  At that very moment on a computer screen in front of me, up pops a new bit of audio labelled ‘Duffy Bigot Clip’.




  I had no idea we were anywhere near getting the clip, and one expects the BBC process involved in clearing a piece of effectively surreptitiously recorded audio to take months rather than

  minutes, so credit to the two executives who moved it across their desks faster than a greased ice cube. I was probably as shocked as Brown when I said: ‘Someone has just handed me the tape,

  let’s play it and see if we can hear it.’




  We both listen to the PM recorded in the back of his car by a Sky microphone:




  

    

      

        

          Brown: You should never have put me with that woman. Whose idea was that?




           




          Aide: I don’t know, I didn’t see.




           




          Brown: That’s Sue I think. It’s just ridiculous.




           




          Aide: I’m not sure they’ll go with that one.




           




          Brown: They will go with it.




           




          Aide: What did she say?




           




          Brown: Everything! She’s just a sort of bigoted woman. Said she used to be Labour. It’s just ridiculous . . .


        


      


    


  




  At that moment the transmitter in the microphone moved out of range of the camera and static broke across the conversation. The tape ended and, now that both Brown and I had

  heard it for the first time, I had to ask a question into the silence. This was the exchange that followed.




  

    

      

        

          Vine: That is what you said. Is she not allowed to express her opinion to you, or what?




           




          Brown: Of course she’s allowed to express her opinion and I was saying that! The problem was that I was dealing with a question she raised about immigration

          and I wasn’t given a chance to answer it because we had a whole melee of press around her, but of course I apologize if I have said anything that is . . . that has been offensive, and

          I would never want to put myself in a position where I want to say anything like that about a woman I met. It was a question about immigration, that really I think was annoying.




           




          Vine: And you’re blaming a member of your staff there. Sue, is it, or—




           




          Brown: No, I’m blaming myself! I blame myself for what is done. But you’ve got to remember, this was me being helpful to the broadcasters, with my

          microphone on. Rushing into the car because I had to get to another appointment. And they have chosen to play my private conversation with the person who was in the car with me. Er, I know

          these things can happen, I apologize to the lady concerned, I don’t think she is . . . that. I think it was just the view that she expressed that I was worried about, that I

          couldn’t respond to.


        


      


    


  




  He is winded, I can hear that. We end on a point about hung parliaments. I say goodbye and play a record.




  Then I go out to the control room on the other side of the glass, where all the technical equipment and the producers are. I say, ‘God, that was all a bit unusual.’




  Phil Jones is looking up, dazed, at the TV screen in the corner. ‘You’ll never guess what. That whole thing just went out on TV.’




  ‘Eh?’ My eyes widen.




  He explains, ‘Yeah, as he hears the tape, he sort of slumps back in his chair and then falls forwards with his head in his hands.’




  It turned out to be the image of the general election. It was even picked up by The Daily Show in America where the host Jon Stewart said, ‘You can actually see the moment a

  man’s political career leaves his body – booooosh.’ The clip got 500,000 hits online on the first day.




  But the funny thing is, I could not find out how it happened. Someone put a camera in the control room at Manchester. The Labour aides who rushed into the room were possibly too distracted and

  too late to see it (I even heard there had been two cameras – they were cross about one, had it removed, and failed to see the other). Not only was the camera turned on, which is an

  achievement in an organization where anything that can go wrong usually does, but it was plugged into the wall. So the pictures could be patched live into any television coverage. They duly were.

  Across all channels.




  As it happens, I never have the televisions on in my radio studio. It is too distracting. There is one in the control room next door – when people on work experience sit in, I can tell if

  they really want a job on the radio by whether they spend the whole time gazing up at the television. So I did not see the live broadcast.




  It was hard not to feel sorry for Brown. Many listeners did. If the microphone had been switched on when he used the loo, would Sky and the Beeb have broadcast that too? Obviously not, but where

  is the line? Vince Cable was recorded in his constituency surgery by two reporters from the Daily Telegraph posing as giggly mums – he told them he had the ‘nuclear

  option’ of resigning and had ‘declared war’ on Rupert Murdoch. Did he have the right to expect the words would not go outside the room, or does he lose that right when his words

  become politically significant? Brown was rude about a pensioner he had pretended to like. Is that politically significant, because it makes him look two-faced? Or is it only significant

  because it is a general election campaign and even a speck of soup on a party leader’s tie has meaning? Okay, but then do you replay those noises from the lavatory?




  Any logic that ends up with a ‘yes’ to that last question clearly needs rethinking.




  But the best question of the lot is – What about the camera? Where on earth had it come from? Peter Mandelson had reportedly texted Brown during the interview with the message

  ‘YOU’RE ON TV’. So how had it happened? Why had Labour’s veto not applied to that camera?




  The following week, just before general election day, I had a kind of answer to my questions. I met a fellow in the election night studio, where I was trying out the swingometer ready for the

  results programme with David Dimbleby. The colleague’s title was something like BBC Deputy Head of Premises Operations Facilities Management. I asked him, ‘Were we allowed to have that

  camera in there?’




  Confidently he said, ‘Oh yeah, filming on BBC premises, that’s completely allowed.’




  I said, ‘How long has that been a rule?’




  He replied, ‘About eight days.’




  *




  More than a year after the event I finally discovered that a producer in Manchester called Claire Gibson was the person on the scene who had insisted that Brown’s people

  should allow the camera in: she will go far. Meanwhile, I can’t imagine a chain of events that better demonstrates what broadcasting is about. You can be as professional as you like, but in

  the end most of it comes down to chance. Good luck and bad luck are the two things no one can plan for. Thousands of students pour out of media studies courses every year, and I bet nobody told

  them the most important fact of all – you have to be lucky. And sometimes you will do everything by the book, and bad luck will wipe it all out in a second.




  Did anyone ever tell Mr Brown that?




  No one told me, that’s for sure.




  





  Chapter Two




  THE IMPORTANCE OF HUMILIATION





  I am clocking up the quarter century. That’s why I am writing this book. The new Radio 2 staff kettle moaned and I realized. I was staring at that kettle – a shade

  of distressed green with a lime-encrusted spout – thinking it was taking an improbably long time to show any signs of getting hotter.




  ‘I’d settle for a hint of steam,’ I joked to a colleague who walked in. ‘Is this the only organization in the world that can source a kettle that doesn’t work? I

  think I first hit the “on” button the day I joined the BBC.’




  Displaying the uncommon ability of journalists to miss the point, he asked: ‘When was that?’




  And so I told him. Way back. The day was so auspicious it even had a name: Black Monday, 1987. Using the famous trick with the word ‘after’ that news writers have employed for a

  hundred years, I always make it sound more exciting than it really was. ‘Yeah, stock markets suffered the biggest one-day fall in history after I walked into Broadcasting House for the first

  time.’ (The classic example of the genre, which I am still sure I heard: ‘The Russians invaded Afghanistan after Daley Thompson won a gold at the Moscow Olympics.’)




  I need not tell you the events were unrelated. It was sheer chance that my broadcasting career started on 19 October, the same day as the stock market crash.




  After beginning my apprenticeship on the Coventry Evening Telegraph in 1986 I had been appointed a BBC news trainee, one of a dozen supposedly elite entrants picked from twelve

  thousand. The dozen were split into two groups, one starting in October and one the following April. We were the mysterious-sounding October Group. The door of the room we assembled in had a big

  sign on it which said JOURNALISTS TRAINING, and I used to look at that sign, certain there was an apostrophe missing but never sufficiently confident to say so. The October Group were all

  given to understand we would be promoted rapidly to director-general.




  Surfacing at Oxford Circus tube in London each day, I approached the majestic outline of Broadcasting House. It looks like an ocean liner that has taken a wrong turning and run aground in

  pavement. Aged twenty-two, I walked stoically, self-consciously, burdened with a sense of history, piercingly aware that I should be in a state of battle-readiness for the Big Career. I had a head

  full of ideas. Or maybe just a full head of hair.




  And my new employer sprang wonderful surprises.




  One morning the new trainees arrived to find a strip of plastic crime scene tape stretched across the front of the building. Some kind of police cordon had been thrown up.




  It turned out an enraged woman had entered Broadcasting House with a grudge. She believed that transmissions from the mast on top of the building were interfering with her brain (she was a Radio

  4 listener, so she was probably right). She began running in circles around the art deco reception area and screaming. The commissionaires were burly lifers with staff numbers and final salary

  pensions in those days, so they would have taken their time to close in on her, just to be sure her capture was of the highest possible quality.




  Unfortunately she was not only bearing a grudge. She also had a pistol in her bag. Pulling out the gun, she fired. Early reports said the shot hit a commissionaire in the hand, but luckily she

  had only discharged blanks.




  So that morning, the front of the building was taped off by investigating officers.




  Years later, reporting from Moscow, I was told a famous Russian joke by an earnest translator called Sasha which brought the commissionaire incident to mind:




  

    

      A Swedish tourist falls into a hole in the street. Local Russians pull him out. When he emerges he asks them, ‘Why were there no red flags around this hole to warn

      people of the danger?’




      ‘You saw the red flags at the airport,’ say the Russians. ‘They are for the whole country.’


    


  




  I saw the crime scene tape across the front of Broadcasting House. I should have known: it was for the whole organization.




  *




  So. I am writing this book because I have now spent more than half my life inside those buildings. They’re your buildings really, so you ought to know what goes on in

  them. You might even want to know what goes on inside the heads of the people inside the buildings. Blimey – now I think about it, someone reading this might be twenty-two and starting out on

  their own broadcasting career. So if I give you an exhaustive list of all my mistakes, you can ensure you make more interesting ones. I gather I am the youngest person ever to present the

  Today programme, but also the only journalist to have worn a cowboy hat on an election programme. I have been shot at, robbed, stalked, threatened with a bombing, mortared, mortified,

  screamed at by the Prime Minister’s press secretary, been in a car that skidded off the road and sailed over an embankment in Croatia, got bitten by Sudanese mosquitoes, attacked with a plank

  of wood by a neo-Nazi shopkeeper and also had chewing gum placed on my chair by one of Robert Mugabe’s aides. Peter Mandelson once told me, just outside the doors to the House of Commons,

  ‘You are the only person in Britain who wants to be on television more than I do.’ Unhappily, I worked so hard for the first part of my career that I lost a girlfriend I was in love

  with and a wife who couldn’t quite get me to grasp that life included some stuff that happened outside broadcast studios. I joined the BBC at twenty-two and am now forty-seven. Although you

  and I might surmise that this means I am at the halfway point in my career, I have to tell you that is not how broadcasting works. It is an inherently unstable and dangerous profession, only

  slightly more predictable than lion-taming, as random as bull-fighting and less fair than whaling.




  A BBC career involves heightened peril on all fronts because of the way the corporation’s private parts are permanently stretched across a public guillotine. I have seen the blade drop

  many times and felt the whoosh of razor-sharp metal just miss me. Does it have to be that way? It doesn’t matter. It just is.




  *




  As with any profession, there are rules. In fact we should make sure we emphasize their importance with a capital letter: there are Rules. There are Rules for broadcasting and

  there are Rules for the BBC in particular. Occasionally we will stumble on one as we go through the book together, and I will italicize it as a lesson learnt. But if you boil down all the Rules to

  one simple sentence it would read like this:




  

    

      No matter how important you think you are, you are not very important.


    


  




  The deranged woman with the pistol was not the most alarming feature of my first weeks at the BBC.




  For all six trainees the most alarming thing was this: we did not matter at all. We mattered less than the fluff on the floor. This thought was far more threatening than a person in reception

  with a gun. None of us was worth a cent. We mattered so little we anti-mattered. If our group had not shown up for a year the BBC would quite possibly not have noticed or cared, unless there was a

  large bloodstain. Joining the world’s greatest broadcaster was like arriving in space. All that happened was that we became conscious of our microscopic smallness in the universe; no one

  would even have heard us scream. We had rolled up in an organization the size of a small country in the expectation that we would be fed with royal jelly and marched straight to the suite of

  offices marked ‘DG’ to choose a new shade of leather, but as it turned out we were less significant than a discarded fragment of croissant in the sixth floor canteen.




  Yet this lesson was to be the most important we would learn on the entire traineeship.




  The legendary John Sergeant, who worked as a political journalist before embarking on the more serious part of his career as a ballroom dancer, understood the principle completely. He was my

  superior when I worked as a lobby correspondent in the Westminster unit, and was the closest the building had to a celebrity after a famous broadcast outside the Paris Embassy as Mrs Thatcher was

  toppled in 1990. Sergeant was speaking to the camera; Thatcher appeared over his shoulder to announce she would go on fighting to keep her job; the newscaster in London called, ‘She’s

  behind you, John!’ and millions watched the veteran Sergeant barge into the melee of younger reporters with the immortal line, ‘This is the microphone, Mrs Thatcher,

  this is the microphone.’




  So when Sergeant spoke, we all paid careful attention. One day he took me on one side to indicate that he felt his immediate boss, the political editor Robin Oakley, might be sacked without

  warning.




  Very quietly he told me, ‘The people at the top of the BBC don’t have very much power, so when they act, it tends to be very violent.’




  As he said the word ‘violent’ he covered his mouth with his hand, presumably to ensure colleagues in other parts of the building could not lip-read him. The effect was of such

  Godfather-esque menace that the hairs stood up all the way down my back. Ten months later, the political editor – whose main duty, remember, is to assess the threat to other

  people’s jobs – was indeed bounced out of his post without warning and replaced by Andrew Marr, after being summoned for a meeting in the bedroom of an exclusive hotel where Robin

  presumably imagined the praise heaped on him by his line managers would simply be repeated in a more unusual setting.




  (Note to self: if, at any point in the future, a manager asks you to attend a meeting in a hotel room, accept the invitation but do not go. The more exclusive the hotel the more risky it is to

  attend the meeting. Only go if it is a Premier Inn.)




  I saved gems from John Sergeant. Actually wrote them down. For example, I did once immodestly point out to him that I was the youngest person ever to present Today on Radio 4 –

  have I mentioned this yet? – albeit because the sudden illness of one of the presenters caught the rota manager short. Sergeant’s reply could have gone into a picture frame on any

  office wall: ‘You don’t want to be the youngest, Jeremy. You want to be the oldest.’




  In a way, Robin Oakley’s defenestration was symbolic of all broadcasting: it always ends with broken glass. For Robin the updraft from being BBC political editor – one of the great

  offices of state, after all – was disrupted by constant turbulence. In a notorious moment at Westminster, Oakley found himself totally lost for words during a live TV interview with the

  newscaster Michael Buerk. This has happened to me and I swear it is a more terrifying experience than being savaged by a Japanese Tosa. Buerk did not step in to help for a full five seconds. Time

  on air is measured differently – five seconds of silence on live television is equivalent to two months in the world outside. A shattered Oakley set off back from College Green, opposite

  Parliament, to be met by Sergeant, who was coming from the office.




  Wearing an expression that suggested he was suffering terrible pain over the incident himself, Sergeant told Oakley: ‘Don’t worry, Robin. We’ve all nearly done

  that.’




  The remark, overheard by a third party and immediately recognized as a classic of the support-sabotage variety, went round the entire BBC in half a day.




  Mind you, I was occasionally a victim of the same craftsmanship. An editor warned me to watch out because Sergeant had been heard praising my television packages, and my suspicions were

  confirmed when I pinned the colleague down on John’s exact wording: ‘Jeremy’s scripts are so good, sometimes you wonder if the story even matters.’




  Another time I learnt he had observed, ‘Vine is excellent; his sense of judgement will come.’ Only the second half counted, obviously.




  After a mistake in one of my television reports on a weekend bulletin triggered an angry fusillade from the Liberal Democrat leader Paddy Ashdown, Sergeant helpfully rang the other

  correspondents to brief them. ‘You need to know – there’s been a row. Paddy’s gone into full SAS mode. Yes,’ he told them wearily, ‘I’m afraid it’s

  Jeremy again.’




  Eventually John Sergeant – known fondly to all of us as Sargie – left to become political editor at ITN. His farewell party at the Reform Club was one of the BBC’s most

  uproarious. A character of truly Shakespearian proportions whose appearances on Strictly Come Dancing confirmed comic genius as yet another weapon in his armoury, he outlived, outsmarted

  and eventually outranked all of his enemies. I tried to learn everything I could by observing him, but I struggled to keep pace.




  The BBC Westminster unit was certainly the place to get streetwise. I was there from 1993 to 1997, a beneficiary of John Major’s unintended job creation initiative for political

  correspondents. The team of ‘pol-corrs’, as we were termed across the Beeb, contained not just Sergeant and Oakley but Huw Edwards, Nick Robinson, Jon Sopel, Carolyn Quinn, John

  Pienaar, Ric Bailey, Steve Richards, Lance Price, Carole Walker, Nick Jones and Mark Mardell. If pressed we would probably admit we thought we were red hot. But the unit was a stew of Machiavellian

  intrigue, more so than any of the political parties we were supposed to be reporting on.




  The second most dangerous incident of my time at Westminster came when a Fiat Panda cruised through a zebra crossing, running over the tip of my shoe and coming within an inch of the rest of me.

  The most dangerous incident by far was when a long and flattering piece in The Times suggested that either I or Jon Sopel would be the next BBC political editor. It ran alongside two large

  and rather stately photos of us and took up a whole page of the newspaper. I remember doing a little jig of joy when I saw it, not realizing what the consequences would be.




  Unfortunately both Sopel and I had the day off, which meant that by the time we resurfaced in the office we had been comprehensively filleted by colleagues anxious to ensure the article had no

  credibility. The Times piece had given positive mention to Sargie, but did not even contain the name of the talented and self-assured Edwards.




  I learnt later that Huw had held an impromptu briefing for my colleagues where he announced: ‘I now know for a fact that this article has been very damaging to all

  concerned.’ Sopel and I were suspected of planting it. ‘The organization does not like this kind of vulgarity,’ Huw concluded, with total conviction.




  Following him at a suitable distance, Sargie struck a woeful tone, quietly telling everyone who would listen: ‘The person I feel most sorry for is Huw. Not even mentioned.’




  To avoid the impression that this book is a biography of John Sergeant, I shall move on, save to underline the key point about my former boss: he understood completely that since journalists do

  not know humility, they benefit from regular humiliation. Nothing is so likely to destroy a broadcaster as the recognition of his or her abilities, so in a way he was helping us survive.




  If you aspire to be a famous person on the air, a broadcaster or presenter or newscaster or reporter or whatever, do not expect to become important. Fame just gives angry people a licence to

  speak to you. Glamour never existed anyway. Embrace humiliation: it is good for the soul. Your parade needs regular rain. It is in your interests to be constantly reminded that you are less

  important than the story, and the moment will never come when you have truly made it. If you are dizzy enough to decide on a Monday that you have done, the following Thursday you will just begin to

  worry about losing everything: I guarantee that.




  All careers have two phases – the get phase and the keep phase. Half your career you spend accruing whatever it is you set your heart on. The second half, if you have got

  what you wanted, you spend all your time worrying about losing it. That is a Rule, too, for the mindset displays itself again and again when I read interviews with distinguished people you would

  think have nothing left to prove and nothing left to worry about. Nicky Campbell, announcing he was moving to Manchester with Radio 5 live, told a news paper: ‘It is about security of tenure.

  We are all “here today, gone tomorrow” presenters.’ He had previously reflected candidly on the sacking of Jimmy Young. ‘The BBC is like that. I’ll be the one who is

  shat on in five years’ time. We’re under no illusion here. It is a wonderful organization, but a ruthless one.’ He was only wrong about the timing – he was ‘shat

  on’ one day later for giving the interview.




  Even the totally sussed Fiona Bruce, one of my favourite people in the entire organization, airs self-doubt when the chance arises. ‘I know there’s going to come a point in the

  not-too-distant future when I will be quietly dropped from something,’ she told the Daily Mail in 2008. ‘There’s going to come a time when my face won’t fit any

  more, for whatever reason. When I got the job of presenter on the Six, other people were being fired. I got taken in one door and I was hired. Other presenters were going out the other

  door. I just thought, “That’s how it will be for me one day. I will be the last person to find out about it, and, when it does happen, don’t get bitter and twisted about

  it.”’




  Best of all, in a marvellous aside to top any from a senior figure in the Beeb, the hugely respected world affairs editor John Simpson told an audience at the Cheltenham Literary Festival that

  the BBC was in its ‘last stages’ and he hated his bosses. All careers ended with a loathing of management. ‘That’s what you do,’ he explained. ‘I shall no doubt

  be sacked in horrible circumstances.’




  I once saw Sir David Frost in the horseshoe car park at Television Centre. Since he was born in 1939, he was close to seventy, and certainly a multi-millionaire. But he was rushing to a meeting

  about his Sunday programme. ‘David,’ I said, ‘do you never stop?’




  ‘You’ve got to make hay while the sun shines,’ was his urgent reply.




  Well, confession time. I am the same. Since I absolutely love doing the lunchtime show on Radio 2, I absolutely worry about it being taken off me. With every day my admiration grows for my

  predecessor, Sir Jimmy Young, who was forty-four years older than me and fought off all attempts to dislodge him until, with a record twenty-nine years in the chair, he hit the age of eighty-one

  and his line managers attempted a frontal assault on the studio (we will return to this later). Combining an analysis of everything I know about the current trajectory of the BBC, my own particular

  assessment of Radio 2’s strategic direction, as well as a cold, hard look at my own ability to shield myself against a change in the weather – and passing over the very real chance of

  something completely unexpected dropping from a blue sky next Wednesday – I calculate that the person who is going to dislodge me from Radio 2 will be graduating from a university course

  somewhere in the north of England next summer.




  It is like the plot from The Terminator. I have to find them before the BBC does.




  *




  And another thing. If you are a broadcaster you must get used to every mistake made at the office being magnified by transmission. In that respect it is very different from,

  say, librarianship. But the differences do not end there. The potential for embarrassment extends beyond the studio to any place where the broadcaster can be recognized.




  Far and away the most excruciating moment of my career came not in front of a camera, but on a train. At the time I was a News-night presenter, and labouring under the realization that

  although I was the youngest in the programme’s history (that again), I was highly unlikely to become the oldest. Broadcasting is full of cast-iron Rules that have not yet been discovered:

  Never join a current affairs programme if someone else is already there with the name Jeremy is not one anybody had previously brought to my attention. But along with Never overtake

  Colin Firth in the Hall of Mirrors (a Rule I was unaware of until my children caused a hideous breach of protocol at a funfair in Chiswick), and Do not prod anyone’s toast,

  which cropped up this morning during a chaotic family breakfast, I would like to think that the Rule of the Maximum Number of Jeremys will stand the test of future generations.




  So, the train.




  I was heading from London to Hitchin. The occasion was the christening of my godson, James. During the journey I went to use the lavatory for what might be described as a serious purpose. And

  let this incident be a warning – it was the kind of loo that had button-operated doors.




  The button locking system, rolled out in the nineties, joins the long list of developments which no one asked us whether we wanted or not. Had there been a referendum on this, or on the medical

  advances which have extended everyone’s life by ten extra years which they cannot remember, I suspect there would have been massive majorities against.




  As everyone now knows, in new models of train toilet the user presses a button to close the door and a button to lock it. The key word here is ‘button’. It is not a latch or a bolt

  or a chain. The locking happens on a silicon chip somewhere; there is nothing mechanical to the process that I could see. You have to place a great deal of trust in that silicon chip.




  The door slid closed very slowly. The LOCKED sign lit up.




  Three minutes later, while I was in a seated position where the buttons were out of reach on the far wall, I heard the door click unlocked, and then watched as it started to slide slowly

  open.




  Two people at a table on the other side of the carriage looked gently over and quickly back again. At full stretch I hit the button, and the door did close. But with a dismaying lack of

  urgency.




  I wondered how I was going to get back to my seat without actually dying of shame. Could I prise the window open and bale out? It was almost worth trying, just to avoid having to face the other

  passengers ever again.




  There was a consolation. When I finally emerged from the lavatory and walked past the woman who had seen all this, I heard her whisper to her friend, ‘Wasn’t that . . . Jeremy

  Paxman?’




  *




  Soon after I joined the BBC I was stuck in a queue at reception. An angry man who might have been seventy was at the front, leaning across the desk.




  ‘But – this is ridiculous!’ I heard him exclaim when I moved round to hear.




  The receptionist was not flustered. ‘I’m sorry sir, those are the rules.’




  ‘But it’s absurd!’




  A supervisor arrived to explain.




  ‘Sir, we cannot let you into the building without a pass.’




  I was not sure whether to feel sorry for the elderly gentleman, standing there in a beige raincoat and a silver-red moustache, but his next words were a life lesson for everyone who works near a

  microphone.




  ‘Why won’t you let me into the building? I have been broadcasting for forty years!’




  He did not understand that broadcasting for forty years, or even four hundred, does not mean you will get into the building tomorrow. Listening to the exchange was a sobering experience for the

  young me. I did not recognize the irate presenter; possibly he was on the books at Radio 3. More importantly, the organization he worked for did not recognize him either, because he did not

  have a pass.




  When the man continued, waving desperately at the uniformed men by the turnstile, ‘The commissionaires here know me. They all remember my face – for God’s sake, ask

  them’, the supervisor responded in a steely tone: ‘Sir, as I am sure you’ll understand, they are not allowed to remember people’s faces.’




  The lesson? The receptionist outranks the broadcaster. And this principle extends throughout the Beeb, from top to bottom. There are two very different careers you can have and the firewall

  between them is never crossed. The BBC divides straight down the middle into the power and the glory.




  The people who broadcast – who are airside, you might say – get the glory. They appear in front of microphones, speak with the organization’s voice, meet real people and have

  all the fun. However, while they may appear to be in charge, they have no power whatsoever. They do not hire or fire. They cannot get the air conditioning turned down, and they certainly cannot

  enter the building without a pass.




  On the other side of the dividing wall are the people who can do all of that. But those with the power – producers, editors, receptionists, the clerk in the stores who bought that faulty

  Radio 2 kettle – are never seen or heard on air.




  Among the most powerful are the technicians, the intense and often bearded types who operate the faders, volume controls and transmitters. In radio they are known as studio managers. You must

  never, ever answer back to one of them, because by moving an index finger they can take the whole station off the air, or make you sound like the ‘Mash get Smash’ men.




  When Anne Robinson sat in at lunchtime on Radio 2 a few years back she was, shall we say, as demanding of the staff as you would expect. She had already annoyed the studio managers by referring

  to one of them as ‘the monkey behind the glass’. The following day her SM was Graham Bunce, among the network’s most highly decorated.




  Anne was wearing her headphones but, to her frustration, there was no sound coming through them.




  She looked down at the headphone socket and realized they were not plugged in. Holding the headphone cable in one hand, she waved it at Bunce, asking caustically: ‘And am I supposed to

  plug this in myself?’




  He replied, ‘It works better if you plug it in the desk.’




  This is the beautiful paradox. In an organization of highly visible people, the ones who matter most are those you cannot see. It was never better exemplified than when the controversial John

  Birt was in charge. Birt was a visionary and might even have been a genius (he reminded me of Steve Jobs in some ways) but he suffered a single, crucial flaw – he was unable to communicate.

  It was like John the Baptist appearing in Chapter One of the gospels, but instead of making thrilling speeches he starts passing memos around. For most of his years at the helm I knew Birt only

  from photographs. Despite being arguably the most significant broadcaster in Europe, he barely broadcast a single word himself. He was like a silent movie queen; we did not even know what his voice

  sounded like.




  One day John Birt appeared on the internal ringmain to make an announcement. The screen went blank at the appointed hour, and as we gathered round it in silence a disembodied voice suddenly said

  one word.




  ‘Hello.’




  The director-general, actually speaking! It was a rare moment.




  Birt had extraordinary power. The power to shape the entire organization. In the end producers run the show. But presenters think they run the show, and the audience think they are

  right. These intersecting lines create an atmosphere of unbearable tension.




  Because broadcasters tend to get carried away with themselves, they need constant reminding that they do not really matter. Robinson relies on Bunce; the veteran presenter needs ID.




  So we have landed, awkwardly, via a headphone socket and John Sergeant and a train toilet, on the first prayer of broadcasting: Lord, where there is no humility, may you grant

  humiliation.




  





  Chapter Three




  EVERYONE WANTS SEX





  It always amazes me that when a broadcaster writes his or her memoirs, they begin with at least one chapter on their childhood. I always peek at those books in the shop, and

  think it shows how deluded those on-air types are: they actually think their childhoods are interesting. But now I’m writing my own book, I feel I should do at least a couple of

  paragraphs about where I came from and who was responsible. I will try not to tax your patience . . .




  In four words? My childhood was fine. To extend the four words to a paragraph, I had a loving mum and loving dad who gave me, my brother Tim and sister Sonya every chance to flourish where we

  lived in Cheam village, fifteen miles south of Piccadilly Circus.




  Actually it was better than fine. My parents were – still are – truly wonderful. They are the least materialistic people I have ever known. To them, the most important thing is

  showing kindness. Their whole theory of life is that you treat everyone the same, rich or poor, northern or southern, nice or nasty, clever or not-so-clever. They would strike up conversations

  everywhere: they always returned from family holidays with new friends. People who came to our front door to sell double glazing, encyclopaedias or Jehovah ended up being invited in for the rest of

  the day. Our young lives revolved around the local church, where Mum and Dad were both so active they probably should have qualified for a Church of England pension. My father was a lecturer at the

  local technical college; my mum a housewife and, after we all left home, a doctor’s receptionist.




  I only once in my life felt naked fury – when a team of con artists told Mum and Dad that the roof of their house needed work. You know the scam. They say, ‘we were just

  passing’, they go up a ladder, rip off some of your tiles and lead flashing, then say it’s worse than they thought and they will need a deposit to start work.




  Of course my father believed them. Of course he was marched to a cashpoint and withdrew the £400 they demanded. Of course they drove off and never came back, and the mobile number they

  left put you through to an electronic howl. And he, being my dad, just thought it was the best story ever. But the penalty of seeing the best in people is that you get scammed by roofers. The

  upside is that you are the only one who can laugh about it afterwards. When I said I would get Trading Standards onto it and write a long newspaper piece exposing the rotters, my mum said:

  ‘Darling, I’m sure they have struggles in their lives too.’




  Again and again my parents told their three young children, ‘You do what you want in your lives, whatever it is, and we’ll support you.’ I only discovered the limits to this

  when, as a student, I told my mum I had seen a job advertised with the satirical magazine Private Eye, and might apply. It had been atrocious to a friend of hers from the church, so she

  told me I was not allowed to.




  Fuelled by permission to do anything we wanted except work for Private Eye, Tim, Sonya and I plunged into the world with gusto, if not out-and-out naivety. My brother, a creature

  blessed with quite infuriating levels of talent, became Tim Vine The Comedian. One of the proudest sensations I ever felt was when he won the Best Joke Award at the 2010 Edinburgh Fringe, for:

  ‘I went on a once-in-a-life-time holiday. I tell you what, never again.’ (The next day, he appeared on the Today programme and when the colleague interviewing him said:

  ‘It’s amusing – but really, the best joke of the Fringe?’ I felt that roofer-anger for only the second time.)




  My bro has written more than a thousand one-liners that I now seem to hear people retelling everywhere: ‘My best friend dreamt of being run over by a steam train. When it happened, he was

  chuffed to bits’ . . . ‘Police have said the thief stealing T-shirts in order of size is still at Large’ . . . but on reflection I think I’d better spare you the other 997,

  because when I tell Tim’s jokes I seem to massacre them.




  My beautiful sister is the youngest, born in 1970. She works as an actress, artist and mum. If Tim or I ever have a crisis, we always take refuge with Sonya. She is the one with her head screwed

  on and her heart in the right place.




  People sometimes say to me, ‘You’re on the TV. Your sister acts. Your brother’s on stage. How did that happen?’ And the only possible answer I can give is that Dr Guy and

  Mrs Diana Vine gave their three children so much love that when we went out into the world beyond Cheam we looked to replace it with wider appreciation. Either that, or sheer coincidence.




  What else?




  I was beaten with a cane on my last day at school for dressing up as a pantomime cow and charging past the final assembly of term. I was the front of the cow. My friend Mark Reading was the

  rear. Evidently the incident inspired him to look for a career where he could be inside the back half of cows on a more regular basis, because he later became an eminent vet.




  As Mark and I tried to lumber off across the playing fields the cow-head slipped, so the teacher who ran out to accost us came into view only at the outer edge of my right eye-slit. The

  housemaster had almost been prevented from reaching us because all the doors of the building where the assembly was taking place had been locked by a co-conspirator whose name was Tony Fernandes.

  He later introduced cheap air travel to Asia, bought QPR Football Club, a global hotel chain and the Lotus F1 team, but that is how Tony’s career in management started, by locking those

  doors. Mark Reading heroically told the teacher the caning should be applied to his bottom only and not to mine, as he had been in the rear end of the costume. The offer was turned down.




  Six strokes, since you ask. And . . . yes. It did. Quite a lot actually.




  Anyway, with the exception of one extraordinary incident from my teenage years – which we will come to later – there really is no need to bother you with any more scenes from my

  childhood. I shall sum the whole period up in one word: Cheam.




  Similarly, I have tried to frontload the big stuff in this book so we get to it quickly. As a result, the most important revelation I can give you about journalism is contained in this chapter.

  So when you get to page 33 you can shelve the book or take it back for a refund, while still being confident that you will know all there is to know about my early years and the most significant

  discovery of my career.




  I spent twenty-five years working this out, and it is yours in thirty-three pages.




  In journalism you discover stuff all the time. That is the joy of it. The first thing I found out was that everyone wants sex.




  It was 1986, halfway through Mrs Thatcher’s premiership, and I had arrived in Coventry to commence training at the Evening Telegraph.




  This was still during the golden age for newspapers. The Coventry Evening Telegraph took three trainees each year and incredibly they appointed me despite my having never been to the

  city before. I had not helped my case when a fire alarm went off during the job interview, causing an evacuation which I took as a cue to go shopping. When they finally located me and asked where

  on earth I had gone, I realized the trouble I was in and said I was trying to investigate the source of the fire.




  The joys of working as a Coventry Evening Telegraph reporter in 1986 were so manifold that I feel my heart beat slightly quicker as I picture them.




  We used manual typewriters, creating second and third copies by feeding triple-sheet carbon paper through the roller. Yanking the carriage return made a ratchet noise as satisfying as pulling

  the handle on a Las Vegas fruit machine. I remember one bright summer day when so many typewriters were being pounded and yanked so furiously by so many writers that it sounded like the office had

  burst into metallic song; if the newsroom had been a church the lame would have picked up their mats and started dancing.




  As a trainee I was given very particular instructions. If my story ran for more than about twelve inches on the paper, I should type mf – more follows – then rip the page

  free using the serrated edge at the back of the machine and continue. When my copy was done I had to impale the bottom sheet, which was pink, on a spike beside my typewriter. Then the other two,

  which were green and white, I must take to the newsdesk. At this point I would be ritually humiliated by the deputy news editor Geoff Grimmer, who would complain about almost every line I had

  written.




  During my first week I was sent to the Crown Court to cover the prosecution of a local man who had run up to a woman in the park and shouted, ‘I want sex.’ She pulled one of her

  shoes off and managed to beat him away.




  Confident this was a story I could not mess up, I rushed back to the office and banged out the all-important first paragraph:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              A Coventry court heard today how


              a man ran up to a woman in a park


              and shouted: ‘I want sex.’


            


          


        


      


    


  




  I typed the rest of the story with enthusiasm, spiked the pink sheets and took the rest to the terrifying Grimmer.




  To my surprise he read the opening sentence and put a thick red line through it.




  ‘No, that’s not a story,’ he said firmly, ‘because everyone wants sex.’




  He told me the story was that she fought him off with a shoe. I should rewrite my account with footwear as the top line. In that brief exchange I must have been exposed to some kind of cosmic

  truth of journalism, for I have never forgotten it and never will: Everyone wants sex.




  On another occasion I was sent to the train station to speak to a group of students, dressed as bears, who were raising money for the local children’s ward. I asked them every single

  question I could think of – their names, why they were doing it, how much they were trying to raise, the hospital name and location and even the ward number – but when I returned with

  the story Grimmer asked me, ‘Why were they dressed as bears?’




  When I said I didn’t know, he sent me back to the station to ask them. Unfortunately, they didn’t know why they were dressed as bears either.




  He is dead now, Geoff. But if he is reading this somewhere I would like to thank him for being the greatest tutor I ever had, and apologize again for my paragraphing, syntax, grammar, lack of

  clarity, spelling, shorthand, clothes, background, haircut, hairstyle, hair colour, accent, as well as the copy I once submitted which broke the most basic tenets of local journalism: not only was

  the surname of the principal character spelt wrong, his first name mysteriously changed from Arnold to Albert halfway through. Grimmer was so overwhelmed by this error he could not speak to me for

  several days.




  The only time I made him laugh was when he upbraided me for missing the point of yet another story and I gravely replied, ‘Lessons have been learnt.’ Eventually he regained his

  composure and said, equally seriously: ‘I should hope so.’ At that moment I knew he accepted me. The exchange of my copy for his advice three or four times daily brought to mind the

  much-quoted Bill Shankly line: it was not a matter of life and death. It was much more important than that.




  Once Grimmer had his two sheets, he would spike the green, walk to the sub-editors across the office and hand over the white one. Yes, I know, the technology was pretty basic back then –

  he actually walked the copy across the room using his legs. Smoking copiously, the subs used thick pencils to cover my copy in some kind of code (I always assumed it meant, ‘This

  one’s the tosser from Cheam.’) They then rolled up the annotated copy and, amazingly, inserted it into a plastic tube at the end of their desks that sucked the article up and over their

  heads to the other side of the building where the typesetters would go to work with tiny bits of metal. The suction tube was the closest thing we had to an innovation, and I was quite confident the

  newspaper industry was not going to be shaken up by it.




  What else? Oh, so many things. And I list them for a simple and very important reason: they are gone now. If I close my eyes and go back to that newsroom, I can feel the room shake and sing with

  the very physical business of banging out news. I can recapture the smell of fresh ink and 170 armpits. I can remember learning Pitman shorthand and eventually reaching the same speed as my own

  handwriting. Please forgive me if I sound nostalgic – I am, and for painful reasons. It is nearly all gone.




  Whenever a fire engine raced past, the deputy news editor shouted: ‘They’re playing our tune.’ We received majestical weekly memos from the editor, a godlike persona called

  Geoffrey Elliott, on points of style. One read, ‘Do not use the words “incident” or “situation”, for they have no meaning’ (my producers were baffled when I

  repeated this edict at Radio 2). Elliott would definitely have corrected ‘majestical’, too.




  On the front of the building the words COVENTRY EVENING TELEGRAPH were bolted to the wall in a Frankenstein-Gothic font which spoke of 100 years of civic history and at least 1,000 more to come.

  Walking out below those letters day after day to find stories, carrying the classic toolkit of reporter’s pad plus chewed biro, I crossed the paths of many people whose paths I would never

  otherwise have crossed, people in poverty or in mourning; people who had been in accidents – never incidents – or whose lives had been suddenly changed by luck or disaster. Turning up

  at a council house that had been burnt down or a shop robbed, meeting someone whose entire existence had been randomly dashed against the rocks at twenty past ten on an ordinary morning, I often

  murmured to myself, ‘Other lives.’ And in essence that is journalism: discovering the other. Because a local newspaper is the only show in town, every story in it is a scoop. Which

  makes working there the purest and rawest and truest form of reporting.




  Print journalists loathe broadcasters, because they cannot take seriously anyone who packs hairspray for an assignment. I once heard a features writer at Coventry say there should be a law

  preventing people with no background in newspapers from describing themselves as journalists. At the time that made perfect sense to me. Journalism was ink. Back then, the Evening

  Telegraph had final salary pensions, a personnel officer called Tom Duckett (he always answered the phone in throaty Brum: ‘Doockett-ear’), and the budget to more than do its job,

  with sprawling features, sports and business desks in an editorial team of eighty-five.




  It is now down to fourteen.




  One day in 1987, not long before I left Coventry for the BBC, I descended the stone staircase at speed and because I was not looking where I was going I tripped over some large boxes in

  reception.




  Looking more closely, I saw it was a delivery of computers. Computers? Well, I supposed they might be a good idea. They would allow us to type more quickly. The paper would have more stories and

  sell more copies. It might even publish in colour. Maybe the editor would take on five trainees a year instead of three.




  More than two decades later, we know what disaster those machines spelt. It would have been fine if only the newspaper got computers, but sadly the readers did too. Their technology allowed them

  to look elsewhere for news, and advertisers followed. Buying freshly inked paper just off the press from a bloke with a shouty voice on a street corner suddenly seemed like one option of many, and

  not a very good one.




  Fresh copy is no longer walked. It is forwarded.




  I went back to Coventry two years ago with Roger Harrabin and David Shukman, BBC colleagues who had also worked at the paper in the eighties. The building was locked shut; gone was the day when

  reception was open on a Saturday. In fact we could not even see a reception. The office block sat across the road like a bedraggled giant. We were told that while the staff of the paper took up all

  four storeys in the eighties, they were now pushed to fill half a floor. Just to annoy Geoff Grimmer, since he is not in a position to give me any kind of dressing down for this hideous

  cliché, I will write here that my beloved deputy news editor is probably spinning in his grave. Sorry, Geoff.




  Like me when I tripped over the computers in reception, the newspaper was not looking where it was going. The outcome is sad indeed. In 2012, I learnt that the magnificent building itself is to

  be demolished.




  *




  I promised this chapter would contain the most important lesson of my career. Now is a good time to write it down because it was a lesson I think I started to learn at

  Coventry. I then stupidly unlearnt it in some of the jobs I did at the Beeb – Today programme reporter, political correspondent, Africa correspondent, Newsnight and

  Panorama presenter – and only grasped it finally and completely when I reached Radio 2.




  The lesson is this: The audience have better stories than we do.




  I remember at Coventry telling Geoff Grimmer that a woman had turned up at reception wanting to talk about her brother who had died suddenly. ‘Go down and speak to her,’ he

  instructed, thus coining the first commandment of journalism in six short words.




  At Coventry the lives of reporters and readers were deeply intertwined. They were neighbours; friends; sometimes lovers. On one occasion a group of us had been to the pub in a black Mini driven

  by a colleague. On the way back we saw a fire engine and followed it to a disused office building that had been set ablaze. Firefighters were there already. We asked them what was happening and,

  with not much to relate, sped off into the night in our Mini. The story was followed up the next morning by a reporter in the office who had not been at the scene and got her information from the

  police. Her headline




  MYSTERY ‘BLACK MINI’ IS SEEN RACING FROM BLAZE




  was quickly pulled from the second edition.




  The trouble starts when reporters and readers stop sleeping together. When the command ‘Go down and speak to her!’ is either not issued or not obeyed. This is often the case when you

  gather a group of brainy people in a room and call it an editorial meeting. Suddenly they think they decide what the news is. The smarter they are, the bigger the problem. A helpful rule

  of thumb is that if the people in the room are outnumbered by their university degrees, they should be separated immediately and the meeting ended. There is no problem in the world that is not made

  more intractable by a panel of experts.




  The joy of Radio 2 is in accepting that it is highly unlikely a combination of me, three researchers, an editor, a mock leather sofa and a jug of equally mock coffee will know more than six

  million listeners. They are smarter. We do not know what the story is until they tell us.




  When they do, either by text or email or on the phone, I often find myself quietly roaring appreciation at just how many streets ahead of us the audience always is. It is not us telling them

  what’s going on. It is them telling us.




  It is hard to select the greatest lines from all the great ones, but a compendium would have to include this classic from Trish in Redditch:




  ‘The only way to stop these complaints over animal testing is to try out all new drugs on animal rights protesters.’




  On another occasion we booked a so-called ‘panel of mums’ to decide sentences for serious criminals because judges so often get it wrong. They are inventive – they keep saying,

  when the worst scenarios come up, that serious criminals should be ‘forced to wipe the bums of elderly people in retirement homes’.




  We then get a complaint from a retirement home:




  ‘This comment was grossly offensive to old people who do not want to come into such close contact with criminals, and who do not believe that any part of their body should be used to

  punish crime.’




  When Alan Johnson was health secretary he arrived to answer listener questions about a new £780m drive to curb obesity. Callers lined up with comments – you need to spend more money,

  less money, the policy is crazy, it’s not the job of government to stop people eating chips, etc. Then we get Doris in Rotherham on the line.




  ‘Health Secretary?’ she starts.




  ‘Yes?’ Johnson leans forwards, presses the headphones to his ears to hear better.




  Doris loads, aims, and fires.




  ‘If you give obese people seven hundred and eighty million pounds, they’re just going to spend it on food.’




  That has to be in the top ten.




  Another day, we reported how Manchester University students changed the signs on their toilet doors because the words ‘Ladies’ and ‘Gents’ were upsetting transgender

  students who felt they did not fit into either category. The signs now read: TOILETS and TOILETS WITH URINALS. An exasperated Douglas in Carlisle

  left this comment:
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