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Praise for Scoops


 


 


‘Even though we know what happened, McAlister’s eye-witness description of the royal car-crash retains the power to shock . . . riveting.’


Sunday Telegraph


 


‘A good television news interview requires organisational skill and news instinct, not just from the interviewer, but from the producers who support them. Sam McAlister clearly has both in abundance . . . The book sheds light on the often-unacknowledged efforts of producers, as well as on life at the BBC.’ 


TLS


 


‘Sam McAlister is a force of nature – she’s relentlessly pursued scoops for her entire career. And this is the book to prove it.’ 


Steph McGovern


 


‘Sam delivers where others fail. She has a zinger of a story to tell.’ 


Huw Edwards










[image: clip0003]










To my beautiful, clever, charismatic and resilient mum, Netta, who taught me to mix with princes and paupers, but probably didn’t mean it literally.


And to Lucas, the best kid in the world.










Foreword


Annus horribilis. That’s how the Queen described 1992. That year had, indeed, been grim. Disaster after disaster was hitting the Royal Family. A fire at Windsor Castle. Princess Diana pictured alone at the Taj Mahal – an image that became an iconic reminder of the breakdown of her marriage. Meanwhile, Prince Andrew was also in the news – this time because he and Sarah Ferguson announced their separation. Then, a month later, Princess Anne’s divorce from Mark Phillips was finalised too. 


Also that year, a very damaging tell-all book. This one was Andrew Morton’s biography of Diana – Diana: Her True Story. The contents sent shockwaves around the world, detailing her unhappiness, eating disorder and, most awfully, a revelation that she had attempted suicide over it all. Just a few weeks later, a tabloid scandal – the unforgettable picture of Sarah Ferguson having her toes sucked by a Texan billionaire, John Bryan. It was, the Queen said ‘not a year which I shall look back with undiluted pleasure.’ We can all see why.


Thirty years later, things have a terrible echo of that time. There’s another cataclysmic book, this time from within the family, from Prince Harry himself. There are more family schisms than ever before, the breakdown of relationships, brothers cast asunder, allegations of racism, even physical violence, and on top of that all, the sad deaths of the Queen and her husband. It seems to be endless discord and constant tabloid coverage. 


The Royal Family is a family in crisis. Its future seems more perilous than ever before. And this time, the threat is mostly from within. 


And what of another ‘Spare’? The Queen’s so-called ‘favourite son’?


Since that fateful day in November 2019, when I sat fifteen feet behind Prince Andrew’s chair in Buckingham Palace, and he made revelation after revelation to BBC Newsnight, things have only gotten worse for him. Rightly so, most people would say. That interview with Emily Maitlis created a modicum of accountability – it looks unlikely he will ever face an actual criminal court (and, of course, he still strenuously denies the allegations against him) but that day held him accountable in the court of public opinion. It sealed his fate. Millions of viewers passed an irrevocable judgement. And then it made him financially accountable to the tune of millions of pounds, settling the civil case against him brought by Virginia Giuffre, who had accused him of sexual abuse. 


Once a hugely visible member of the family, he now exists mostly in media coverage of some disastrous business deal or ski lodge sale gone wrong, in his latest attempt to supposedly ‘return to public life’ or in discordant pictures of him in Range Rovers or on horses, looking like some kind of captive of the privileged lifestyle he once enjoyed. He’s pilloried in musical form. He’s become a royal pariah. 


Soon the gagging clause that Virginia Giuffre signed comes to an end. The settlement included a one-year agreement that the case and financial settlement couldn’t be discussed. That expires by March 2023. By the time you read this there could be even more that we have learned, more damage to be done to him. To them all.


Now, with his mother gone, he is more vulnerable than ever. I can barely imagine King Charles tolerating his company, let alone contemplating a return for him to his former royal life. He looks likely to fade further into obscurity. An embarrassment to his brother, a thorn in the side of the Royal Family forever more. 


As for me, I’ve had my own tiny brush with press coverage. The announcement that this book (which I hope you’ll enjoy) had been optioned for a movie brought a small flurry of articles, pictures in the papers, calls from reporters. For a few seconds, I became the story, rather than chasing it. And then, by the time you’re reading this, filming will have started on a Netflix film with Billie Piper as me and Gillian Anderson and Rufus Sewell as Emily Maitlis and Prince Andrew respectively. It feels particularly wonderful that the behind-the-scenes now becomes its own story. A full circle.


The crucial relationship that resulted in this interview happening was my one with his (former) Chief of Staff, Amanda Thirsk. It was my negotiations with her – honest, sometimes uncomfortable, direct – that laid the foundation for the eventual ‘yes’. She knew I was plain talking, and that my dealings were in good faith. Because that’s all, ultimately, that we have – our reputation.


Whoever I was dealing with in this book, I’d bear in mind what my behaviour would look like to someone else, to a future journalist covering the story. Probably one from the Daily Mail.


Eventually that’s what actually happened to me – and I was glad I’d had this in the back of my mind. I always tried my best to work with compassion, behave with honesty, behave with sensitivity. As our parents might tell us – ‘treat others as you’d wish to be treated’ – don’t let the thirst for a good story get in the way.


Now the relationship between the Royal Family and the press – with people like me – has become ever more contentious and fraught. An interview like the one we had with Prince Andrew – unfettered, open, raw – is unlikely to ever happen again. Appearances feel stage-managed. Interviews are often more like conversations than exercises in accountability. The relationship is difficult. And likely only to deteriorate more. 


And so, what next for the Royal Family? Rumours of a book from Meghan, a second one from Harry. No respite.


And then a coronation – and King Charles faces his first full year on the throne. It should be a time to celebrate. But it’s already an annus horribilis for him. And probably there are a lot more of them to come.










Introduction


Relentless. I’ve heard this word a lot. It’s a moniker of admiration, confusion, and sometimes of abuse or ridicule. And it perfectly sums up who I am and what I do.


I’m not sure when or how it started but I live to ‘get the story’, to beat the world’s media, to go first and, preferably, exclusively. News takes many forms and I don’t discriminate – I’ve tracked down world leaders for their first interviews on the job, those on the brink of reputational ruin, and people who have everything, maybe even their life, to lose. Over the years, the desire to win has only grown. It has crept into every dinner, every party, every new acquaintance, every relationship, every business meeting. Every single encounter would allow me to build a crucial network – to get myself into a position where I, someone who arrived in journalism with no connections, no credentials and, dare I say, no credibility, could access virtually anyone in the world.


My path to news addiction wasn’t a traditional one. News and politics weren’t a feature of my childhood. In fact, they barely figured at all. We lived an itinerant life. My dad, who had made some money selling mobile homes, left the UK in the 1970s, moving my mum and me from tax haven to tax haven. Not the glamorous kind, like Monaco or the British Virgin Islands. Instead, he relocated us from the outskirts of London to Guernsey (so small I often felt I might fall off) and then to the Isle of Man (a cruel fate for any teen) and, finally, a short sojourn in Andorra (a flat perched in the mountains of a ski resort for three people who had never skied). These places shared something else in common – they didn’t see themselves as part of their parent countries.


Each small island or municipality had a certain autonomy over several aspects of its political, fiscal and social affairs – and so you would have a feeling of belonging to something quite separate, figuratively and literally, from the larger powers just a few miles away. Usually, and quite understandably, the locals would, at best, tolerate or, at worst, actively detest the tax tourists who populated their small slice of the planet, filling their natural beauty with oversized cars and fragile egos. Of course, I knew I was British, but my concerns were with small island life. People were much more likely to be discussing matters that affected them close to home – the cost of living, local services, neighbourhood gossip – than the kind of big social and political issues that came to fill my later years. I knew there was a bigger world out there, but it felt entirely irrelevant to my existence. We left our cars and houses unlocked, children could amble to school alone, no one had ever been murdered, no one had ever been raped, there were no burglaries. Shoplifting and traffic infractions were about as thrilling as it got. Occasionally a sheep might mosey into the garden looking for excitement or, more likely, some fresh grass. Days merged into years easily and without incident. It was a time without pandemics, without terror attacks, without war. I rode my bike, climbed rocks, swam and revelled in the pleasures that island life can bring.


There was no pressure to ‘achieve’ in the traditional way that so many middle-class kids seem to feel. My parents only expected me home on time and to be well mannered. My mum, a charismatic and beautiful woman, full of backbone and charm, had to leave school to earn some money. Her childhood was spent in the basement of what could only be described as a slum, a council flat in Stoke Newington, living hand to mouth with her brother, parents and a family of mice. Her childhood was Second World War London – rationing, bomb attacks, nights spent in the underground, evacuation, a joyous return, and then more poverty and hard work than any child should have to endure. But nothing could stop my mum. The only thing she would tell me was that money comes and goes, so make sure you have the character to face the world. She told me that I should mix with princes and paupers, and treat them both the same. A lesson I carried with me all the way to Buckingham Palace.


She met my dad, who’d left school to build and sell rabbit hutches, then caravans, during the Six-Day War in 1967. He stumbled upon her at the reception of a London hotel they were both staying in, as she was loudly berating the manager who had just refused to let two gay men check in. He instantly decided that this woman was for him. They soon moved in together, she started selling caravans too, and they settled into their pattern of seven-day work weeks, no rest, no holidays, no respite. Both my parents loved to work. And so my genes were firmly entrepreneur and sales based, as they sold caravan after caravan, and moved from slums to flats to houses, from market stalls and small towns to running businesses and holidays in Monte Carlo, from council flats to houses with a swimming pool. They were social mobility personified.


And so I entered the mix of fun and hard work, whereupon my folks decided to pack it all in and move from Surrey to Guernsey. I can’t even imagine what a culture shock it was for my poor mum who went from glamour, independence and full-time employment – to island life, surrounded by women who didn’t work, many of whom disliked her confidence. And for my dad, who went from workaholic to full-time retiree, at the age of fifty-one. What seemed like an amazing opportunity to retire young and enjoy life quickly descended into a mundane existence, a man who was no longer king of his domain, and instead at the behest of a new life, a new baby, and a community without the dynamism he had once enjoyed. He was also a manic depressive. Back before anyone really knew what to call it. And so, my mum was stuck on a new island, with a new baby, no friends, no family, no job, and with a partner who spiralled between elation and depression.


My parents were delighted that I showed academic promise and supported me in every conceivable way – but my childhood was the Daily Mail, the Express, Coronation Street and Jackie Collins. It was a very different upbringing to that of so many of my colleagues in later life. I was tabloid to their broadsheet, panto to their opera, Jilly Cooper (what a legend) to their Jane Austen. I didn’t live in a world in which intellect, status and worth were measured by your understanding of politics, or history, or whether you could speak Latin.


By the time I was doing my A-levels, it was clear that I was going to university. This was a huge deal for my parents who had never had that chance. We had no idea how to apply or what you do. We were oblivious to the rivalries between certain places, that you can’t apply for this one if you apply for that one, or even the massive impact that me deciding that Oxford and Cambridge were ‘too snooty’ could have on my future success. And so, my mum and I packed up and decided to visit all the places I liked the look of. We had baked potatoes in Norwich, a tour of the sights in York, and a very persuasive coach trip from the airport in Edinburgh. I don’t know how most people decide where to go, but I can confirm that sharing an airport bus full of rugby players from Edinburgh Uni was pretty much 99% of my motivation for choosing to go there. It was a good starter city for someone who had always lived in the relative calm of island life. The culture shock was less stark than it would have been if I’d gone to LSE (not that I knew that at the time).


Of course, university didn’t turn out to be all I had imagined. I’d expected lots of clever kids, hungry for debate and full of intellectual curiosity, grateful for this amazing educational opportunity, and instead I felt like I had stumbled into a group of largely uninterested teenagers, who took it for granted, and who were much keener on getting drunk than they were on discussing divine command theory or second wave feminism. I didn’t drink, and so I ended up making a group of friends mostly outside university, and whiling away my days in cinemas and my nights dancing in the local clubs, bottle of water stuffed down my knee-high boots. The hiking, sailing, skiing, flat shoes and dinner parties beloved by my peers passed me by.


My first foray into news and current affairs issues – and the realisation that I knew very little – came when I joined the debating society. I loved it. I was one of two women (the other became Scotland’s youngest ever female QC) and we absolutely revelled in our uniqueness. The more people made snide remarks about my sex, my clothes, my appearance, my arguments, the more I thrived. Their disdain inspired me.


We’d be given a topic ten minutes before we had to face the other teams, and a real Russian roulette of topics it was for someone like me. I can still feel the trepidation as I’d wait to see what the topic was. I’d be all set if it was something fairly current and general – animal testing, the death penalty, abortion or the environment – but, if it was something requiring specific political or historical knowledge, I was screwed. The cold dread of seeing ‘Israel’ or ‘European Union’ would send my heart racing. I remember a particularly awful one, in St Andrews, where ‘This House believes that the situation in Northern Ireland is intractable’ had me and my nascent QC pal stumped, as our combined knowledge of the topic could have filled the back of a postage stamp, and the local students laughed as we made one error after another. To protect myself from further derision, I began to learn just about enough to evade issues, but my knowledge base was clearly about 1% of many of the people I was competing against. If you’d told them that, a decade later, I’d be briefing Jeremy Paxman on everything from Irish politics to economics, they wouldn’t have believed you.


Despite several years of university and debating, I had absolutely no idea what I wanted to do. Many of my peers seemed to have known since they were born. I was still struggling. Luckily, one of the lads in my class helped me out. He was a confident and rambunctious rugby player called Kerry. And he was very clear what he wanted to do. He’d decided he was going to do a law conversion course – three years crammed into one – and become a barrister because, in his own words, he ‘wanted to be paid for arguing’. This struck a chord. It sounded ideal. I enquired further, and he told me how hard it was to get a place, how arduous the course would be, how few people succeeded and how elite the group who did were. This didn’t deter me – I researched the courses, spent hours and hours on my application, and sent it off to the same place – City University – that Kerry had applied to. I’d never really considered it before – my only knowledge was from Ally McBeal and Prime Suspect, but it seemed like a good fit. A few weeks later the results came back. I was in! I couldn’t believe it! Kerry? Sadly, he didn’t make it.


To be honest, I’d never even met a lawyer before I became one, and, with the benefit of hindsight, perhaps that wasn’t my best move. The first day at law school was unforgettable. They listed the nine subjects we’d be studying across the year – effectively a three-year degree in nine months – and I was pretty sure I didn’t know what most of them were. Equity and trusts, land law, EU law, contract, jurisprudence, tort. . . the list sounded like something from a bygone era. I told myself that it was good that I was a blank slate, and that I would pick things up. In truth, this was the most thrilling time of my academic life. I was lost for months – literally and figuratively – in a sea of new concepts, case law and seminars, guided by amazing lecturers, all of whom seemed to have written the textbook on their respective subjects. I immersed myself in the experience, started reading cases as if they were tales by Jackie Collins, and started teaching my brain to take in this new way of thinking. The work was relentless, and many students dropped out. I don’t blame them – res ipsa loquitor! Caveat emptor! Promissory estoppel! Bonkers terms filled my mind with so many new ideas, and an intellectual discipline that has never left me. It was an incredible opportunity for someone like me, and I grabbed it with both hands.


When the finals came, it was like legal Hunger Games. I saw formerly confident, academically gifted people crumble and fall away. Some left early, some left late. By the time the two weeks of finals came – a three-hour exam every two days – we were like the finalists in SAS: Who Dares Wins. More people went to pieces. By the last day, grown men were crying.


I’d worked out by now that my love of debating, combined with my obsession with human behaviour, meant that criminal law was the route for me. I imagined myself sitting in cells with (alleged) murderers, striding the hallways of courts seeking justice for my clients, and carrying off the horsehair wig with aplomb. Of course, the reality – likely a 5 a.m. start at Euston for a ten-minute hearing in Wolverhampton – was a little less glamorous, but I was yet to find that out. At Bar School, I was surrounded by classmates who strutted around as if they’d already made it. They all wore suits and smart outfits, while I remained in leather trousers. They were tweed to my leopard print, satchels to my Gucci knockoff.


The modules were a new set of unknowns – civil procedure, criminal procedure, advocacy and, most crucially, negotiation. I loved that class within moments. Mum’s family were market traders – the gift of the gab was something I really understood. Granted, other members of my family had been dealing in lamb shanks and rabbit hutches, sprats and caravans, but the skill set was identical. Added to that, most of my legal peers were way too traditional to really go for the kill in those classes. They all conformed to what was expected – a methodical analysis of the facts, and a rigorous following of the rules of the game. They would take in the situation, look for the weakness in the case, set up their argument and present it in a linear fashion. Me? I didn’t know about the rules, and I was their worst nightmare. I’d frustrate them over and over by finding some loophole, a side issue, a circuitous route they hadn’t thought of, a bombshell fact or some legal pun for laughs. I was in my absolute element. That love of negotiation put me at the top of my class – although my tutors seemed confused as to whether I was brilliant or just a pain in the arse – and I thrived on my newfound capability. I finally felt like I would be good at this, like it was all coming together, that I could actually make it, despite my background and lack of contacts. I applied for the barrister version of a training contract – a pupillage – and hoped for the best.


The interviews were genuinely hilarious, a cross between an interrogation and a horrendous first date. Sometimes I shone – with interviewers who appreciated someone ‘different’ – and sometimes I crashed and burned – with those who didn’t. A particularly bruising exchange was with an Alice-band clad barrister called Philippa who left before the interview finished. She had asked me if Myra Hindley should ever be released. I clearly misread the room, and replied that if she ever completed her sentence and was deemed suitable to be released, then I would have faith in the administration of the justice system. This was clearly not what Pippa wanted to hear. Her voice rose as she began to list the names of the five children whom Hindley and Brady had butchered. It was a masterclass in how to destroy someone’s argument with emotion. I never forgot that.


As luck would have it, I was offered a pupillage (somewhere else), became a ‘baby barrister’ and worked towards ‘getting on my feet’ (the phrase they used to describe the first time you stand up, palms sweating, heart pounding, in court). I had never felt prouder. Or more terrified.


My terror was not misplaced. Being a pupil barrister was mostly a living hell.


I can’t even explain how hard I found it. I spent my days in a frenzy of anxiety, feeling the burden of the task ahead of me; people’s fates would be in my hands. I did not bear the burden lightly. I felt constantly out of my depth. I’ve no clue if the other trainees were also in full panic mode, but they mostly appeared to carry their new responsibilities very lightly. They all seemed to be breezing through, working hard, drinking hard, laughing loudly. My life consisted of work only, no alcohol and definitely no fun. As time progressed, working six-day weeks, for about £500 a month, I realised more and more that this was not going to be the career for me.


The only time I felt happy was in the cells with the clients, or when I found out I didn’t have a brief – a case – that day. Clearly that was problematic. I wasn’t bad at the job – the solicitors liked me, and gave me plenty of work, and the clients mostly liked me too – but I was unhappy after a few months, despondent within a year, and fighting insomnia, hair loss and crippling anxiety before eighteen months were up. Two years in, I conceded defeat. I walked out of Chambers, and called my boss, my ‘pupil master’. I thanked him for all his support and then explained I was certain that this, sadly, wasn’t the job for me but that I was hopeful that the world would still be my oyster, in another profession.


Contempt dripped from his lips. ‘Do you really think so?’


I walked home to the comforts of my sofa, jobless, with no income, with a career I had fought hard for in tatters. But that night I slept soundly for the first time in years.
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From Paxman to McAlpine


And so, I sat on my sofa.


After a couple of days veering between extreme relief and blind panic, I came up with a plan. I would ask friends with interesting jobs if I could come and see what they did. One was an academic, another ran a charity and, as luck would have it, one worked on a programme called Law in Action at Radio 4. My friends kindly agreed and, a few months later, I found myself on the way to the BBC for a couple of days of work experience, shadowing my pal. It was immediately clear that the stress levels (low) and fun levels (high) of the BBC were a far better fit for my life ambitions, and so I made the most of my two days, treating it like a forty-eight-hour job interview. Of course, it would more than likely not lead to anything, but no one else on the team was a qualified lawyer, and the assumption that I knew about all areas of ‘the law’ was a huge help. I started coming up with ideas for news features straight away and relished long chats about the constitution or the latest high-profile divorce making headlines, and what that meant for case law and future marriages. It felt like a great fit and I was lucky to be offered six weeks on the programme. I would stay for eighteen years.


In all that time, the BBC remained a mystery to me. It’s a privilege to be a part of – its status and reach are truly meaningful. But it’s also a behemoth, housing enormous teams, tier upon tier of faceless managers and millions of emails.


When you arrive, you quickly learn the operation is run by the Director-General (DG) and he (it’s never been a woman) seems to take on a Wizard of Oz kind of role. You feel his presence and his power without ever meeting him. In all my years there I only met one of them, Tony Hall, following the Prince Andrew interview.


Beneath the DG is a vast array of executives and managers. I rarely saw or dealt with them. They would crop up to make announcements, or to address us when something went wrong. You’d see them and assume you were in trouble.


The next layer is the actual lifeblood of the BBC – the journalists, presenters, correspondents, producers, researchers, editors, production assistants, camerapeople, floor staff. It’s amazing how many types of jobs and specialisms there are. You could find everything from an expert in macroeconomics, to a specialist in Yemeni politics, someone who did the make-up for Strictly Come Dancing next to a leading cartographer. Once you’re inside the building, you feel the true breadth of expertise, and the sense of possibility.


My career switch wasn’t without issues. And when it came to the particulars of making radio – recording content, editing, what audio sounded good and what didn’t, how to write a script – I was useless. So, I started learning fast, getting myself familiar with what it meant to ‘produce’. The term covers such a multitude of possibilities in the media world and, given the variety of BBC output, it could mean completely different things on different programmes. You could be making tea, doing research and photocopying, arranging and recording interviews, briefing presenters and, sometimes, going on air as a correspondent or reporting on your own. I loved how every day was new and challenging, but with no one’s life or liberty on the line. One week I would learn about obscure minutiae of the House of Lords (it was Radio 4, after all) and the next week I could be interviewing someone who had secured an ASBO against a sheep, setting some kind of legal precedent in the process. Days would veer from long conversations about the future of family law, to taking the presenter, Marcel Berlins, to legal Chambers for an interview that would be hacked down to a mere five minutes in a tiny edit ‘suite’ back at Radio 4 HQ.


After a couple of years, Radio 4 started a new programme, called More or Less, about data and numbers. I was on the first team and worked with the amazing Andrew Dilnot – the economist and former Director of the Institute for Fiscal Studies – a man whose patience was tested by my basic questions about quantitative and qualitative data and the difference between a recession and stagflation, but who never ever showed it. I became his sidekick and got to report on everything from cancer clusters and women’s fertility to how to measure animal populations by counting deer droppings. One particularly brilliant day involved driving the roads of Sussex, looking for dead hedgehogs to gauge their population, and hearing about how badgers massacre their spiky prey by tearing them apart, straight down the middle, like ripping open a Christmas gift, and gorging on their innards.


All went well for a number of years. I got married and had a child. Life rumbled on. I took a year off and came back to my old job. Except, as with many women who return from maternity leave, my exact job wasn’t available to me anymore. My boss felt that I couldn’t do the role part time, and so I got shuffled off into this Kafkaesque universe that the BBC calls ‘development’ – which seems to be an endless roster of pointless conversations and meetings about projects you never actually get to work on. I wasn’t happy, and I was desperate to change roles. But the demands of parenting and logistics of childcare left me in limbo for a few months.


After a while, I started looking for other opportunities at the BBC. I’d always wanted to work at Newsnight – because I loved Jeremy Paxman’s interviewing style – but, having had no experience either in news or live TV, it seemed a bit of a tall order, so I asked to spend a day with the team, just to see how it all worked, and thus began my campaign in earnest.


Walking into the Newsnight office was intimidating – and it takes a lot to intimidate me. The atmosphere on a TV programme is unlike radio. It’s like going from a library into a nightclub. Radio takes itself very seriously – long, hushed conversations about macroeconomics or the state of global affairs, over cups of jasmine tea, wearing cardigans. Projects may take a day, or a week, or even months, and everything is treated painstakingly, and with the kind of attention to detail that having time to think allows. Television, and particularly news, is an entirely different creature. There was an immediate feeling of jeopardy, of danger, of excitement. The stakes felt high straight away, with everyone fuelled by a combination of coffee and adrenaline (there certainly wasn’t time to eat).


I spent most of my first Newsnight editorial meeting writing down random names and acronyms, to be googled later, trying to keep up. The other producers were all very experienced, used to making five-minute television reports, from scratch, at a moment’s notice. I tried to decipher their secret language – SOT (sound on tape, basically a clip with words), OOV (out of vision, when it’s just pictures, no presenter in sight), VT (videotape – meaning a film or item that has been pre-recorded) – and the dizzying speed of it all took my breath away. I was told I’d be producing a segment, despite having never worked in news or TV before. The EOD – editor of the day – told me that I would be working on setting up a disco (not a dance, sadly, but TV speak for a discussion) about the Irish economy. They broke down exactly what that meant – finding and persuading experts, speaking to them and writing a brief, sorting all the logistics of the studios they’d be in, booking the ‘line’ (TV speak for sorting the technology that actually enables the interview to happen) and, most terrifyingly, briefing the presenter in person about what they needed to know and what questions they needed to ask to get the guest to provide interesting content. Or, more importantly, the ‘news line’ – that thrilling moment when a guest says something of political importance or something controversial – that makes it worthy of being repeated somewhere else.


I had nine hours before I would brief Jeremy Paxman – the most brilliant broadcaster of his generation – on what he should or shouldn’t ask on a topic I knew nothing about, in a discussion I had to conjure up from scratch, for a show I was new to.


Every phone call would end with begging the potential guest to be mauled on live television by Jeremy Paxman, or by having to tell them that they weren’t right for that evening’s show. Handling egos was tricky – and trying to persuade people to come on was even harder. Before I worked at Newsnight I had assumed that people would generally be keen to come on. Not so. But of course who, other than a politician who is duty bound to do so, or perhaps an author, flogging (ahem) their book, would willingly expose themselves to possible humiliation?


Persuading reluctant people to do things was my forte, and I knew it. And so I persisted, finally securing two interviewees. The relief was immense. But then there were all kinds of technical issues that I was new to – studios had to be found and booked. ‘Lines’ had to be sorted separately. Taxis for guests. Collating information for Jeremy’s brief. Finding time to go to the loo. Everyone was in a frenzy of activity all day. The VT (film) producers desperately called people to do short interviews, dragging camera crews across London and the country, against seemingly impossible deadlines, while correspondents ran from edit suites to outside settings to capture ten minutes of answers that would end up being forty-five seconds of television. There was a whole team of people who worked on logistics – called ‘assignments’ – and another that worked solely on graphics – the maps or pictures of data that pepper Newsnight films. Everyone was working fast and hard.


Paxman arrived sometime in the afternoon, looking exactly as imposing and, frankly, grumpy as you’d expect, but his interactions with other team members seemed congenial and laughter filled his office. I was surprised at how much autonomy I was given – I was literally told to ‘write a two-page brief with questions’ for Jeremy. That was it. As my time to meet him drew closer, I felt the same way as I had before courtroom appearances in front of a judge – clear in the knowledge that I would be facing someone who knew a million times more than I did but pretending it didn’t faze me. Showing mettle, while knowing that, at any second, a slip-up could cost you everything.


This was the moment I realised that my actual words and questions could be spoken by him later that night. I hadn’t fully understood that before I worked in TV – how much the producers influence what presenters say and do. I had assumed that, a bit like barristers, presenters were walking encyclopaedias, experts galore, with every piece of data and information at their fingertips. Of course, someone like Jeremy often needed very little from us – he was as close to that encyclopaedia as anyone I have ever worked with – but, nonetheless, we were expected to provide those essential facts, and contradictory quotes, those moments that trip a guest up, that are beloved by Newsnight viewers.
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