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1


HAPPY DAYS


You don’t often feel blessed at the time, only when you look back, but every day, every moment of the year 1960, I was actively aware and grateful for all the wonderful things that seemed to be happening to me.


Margaret of course was the number one happening. I could hardly believe she had agreed to marry me, which we did on 11 June 1960 at Oxford register office. The fact that I failed my driving test the day before, so our best man had to drive with us on the first stage of our honeymoon, was not a bad omen, did not seem like a worrying way to start a marriage, for I never believe in bad omens, preferring to smile and whistle, always look on the bright side, all is for the best, which is what I do, even though I know of course it is mostly total rubbish. As anyone who gets to the age of eighty well knows. Or even eight years old.


I did the actual driving. Mike Thornhill sat beside me. Margaret cowered in the back. There was an L plate on the car, front and back. That could also be seen as symbolic. We were aged twenty-four and twenty-two, still learning about most things in life, but it didn’t feel like that.


Margaret was always middle aged and, also, more surprisingly, middle class, in that she had tastes and confidence, social skills and attitudes, which belied the background and family she had come from, the rough council estate with her dad going off in his boiler suit each day to the Metal Box factory. I don’t really know where she had come from, how she got formed, but I could see it from the moment I first met her, back in 1956, when she was still at school, aged seventeen, and I was nineteen.


I was two years older, but only on paper. I had no idea what my tastes were, what I thought, what my opinions were, being ever so young for my age. That’s what people told me. I looked young and acted young, which does not sound too bad, or juvenile and childishly enthusiastic, which is not so good but probably more accurate.


In 1960, at the time of our wedding, I was still being taken for young, which I was beginning to think was not all that much of an advantage. The opposite, if anything. I could tell when I started going to interview people for the Sunday Times they would often be slightly taken aback: could this callow youth really be on that paper, can we take him seriously?


Harold Wilson suffered from a similar problem. He became an MP in the Labour landslide of 1945 and Attlee made him President of the Board of Trade while still only thirty-one, making him the youngest Cabinet member in the twentieth century. I later asked him if it had been hard to be taken seriously – and he said that was the reason he grew a moustache.


I have worn a moustache most of my adult life, but I didn’t start one till much later, and then the reasons were laziness rather than trying to look mature. I always had such a strong dark growth and would often need to shave twice a day if I was going out in the evening. I reckoned having a moustache would give me less face to shave. Oh, I was so virile in those days. Should I therefore have grown a moustache at twenty-two, not thirty-two, in order in 1960 to look the part of whatever part I was playing? Do I regret it? Stupid question. Wouldn’t it be great if, as we went through life, growing or not growing a moustache, or having a fringe, dyeing our hair, was up there with the Big Things we now think we should not have done.


Mike did not actually come on the honeymoon. He dropped us off at our new London flat, then next day Margaret and I flew off to Sardinia. It was the first time Margaret had flown in a plane but I had flown to Cyprus as a war reporter the previous year, when working on the Manchester Evening Chronicle. An experience I boasted about for years, saying I had been a war reporter, oh yes, even though I had only been there two weeks on an Army PR facility visit.


It was John Bassett who suggested Sardinia. He was a friend of Margaret’s from Oxford, who went on later to help bring the four Beyond the Fringe members together, all of whom had been at Oxford or Cambridge – Alan Bennett, Jonathan Miller, Peter Cook and Dudley Moore. I think John’s mother had some connection with Sardinia. We liked the idea of going to an island, not a mainland place, and told ourselves we would always have our holidays on islands, from now on.


We went on one of the earliest package holidays – run by Horizon Holidays, the pioneer of post-war packaged hols. The notion of all-in tours had been created by Thomas Cook in 1841, when he organised a trip for temperance supporters between Leicester and Loughborough. He went on to organise packaged trips all over Europe and Egypt. But in those days they always went by train or boat.


Horizon, in 1950, was the first British company to run their package trips by plane, flying from Gatwick on charter planes to places like Corsica and Sardinia. In just a few years, one million Brits were going on packaged hols every year, mostly to Spain, their hotels, meals, flights, transport, all part of the package. It created a social revolution for ordinary Brits who otherwise would not have attempted going to any of those funny foreign places, not on a plane, not on their own.


I had interviewed the founder of Horizon just a few weeks earlier, Vladimir Raitz, a White Russian, who had come to London as a boy, studying at the LSE and working first as a journalist, before starting Horizon.


His office was in one of those streets behind Oxford Street, in Newman Street, traditionally a rag trade area. When I pass that way today, I still think about going to see him, but then I do that all the time, every day, everywhere in London. I am continually remembering going to certain houses, offices, streets to interview people, now going back almost sixty years ago.


I contacted Mr Raitz, after we had decided on Sardinia, reminded him of our meeting, and that I had written an Atticus piece about him, and managed to get out of him a 10 per cent discount on the holiday. I never revealed this to Margaret. She would have been appalled at my cheek and meanness. Getting a discount on one’s honeymoon, how unromantic, how penny pinching. All true.


We stayed at a little hotel in Alghero where the head waiter, Constanzo, took a shine to us, amused by us being a honeymoon couple. Every meal, even breakfast, when we asked what was on the menu, he said freedmeexedfeesh. That was the extent of his English. He was very ugly and bald and seemed very old, probably about forty, but he had the most stunning, luscious-looking teenage girlfriend. He had a little Fiat and used to take us out with her on his day off. Strange how you can remember, decades later, hotel waiters, yet it’s unlikely they can ever remember you, once you have gone.


Towards the end of the holiday, I discovered a large spot on my bottom, which turned into a boil, which turned into a source of awful agony, Ivy. In the end I got the hotel to call an emergency doctor. She came to our bedroom, threw me on the bed, pushed and pummelled the boil. She was a large woman, with large muscles, and had clearly missed out at medical school when they taught the principles of charm and bedside manners.


I closed my eyes, trying not to show she was hurting – and heard a crash on the floor. Margaret had fainted. I could stand it, being a man, being brave, but she couldn’t stand me having to stand it. When she came to, the doctor said, ‘Un peu de courage, Madame,’ in French. She did not speak English and we did not speak Italian, but I had boasted I spoke French. I did get an O-level in French, after a resit when I went to the grammar school.


The second really nice thing that had happened to us in 1960 happened straight after our honeymoon – our flat. I was nearly as proud of living there, and its address, as I was of marrying Margaret. How can you compare a house to a human? You can’t, but they can each uplift your spirit, give you a warm glow when you see them, make you feel good and excited when you enter into them.


The address was 9 Heath Villas, Vale of Health, Hampstead, NW3. The postcodes were quite short in those days – and NW3, as I had already discovered from my few months in London, was one of the most desirable postcodes of them all. NW2, which was where my first flat had been, before we got married, had no cachet, no resonance. NW4, I never knew where that was. NW5 was on the other side of the Heath, the wrong side of the Heath, the Kentish Town side. No one I knew or came across in 1960 ever turned out to live in NW5, or at least admitted to it.


The flat also had a most desirable phone number – HAMpstead 3847. You just dialled the first three letters, then the number. When you gave it out, people always knew where you lived. In NW2, in Shoot Up Hill, my number was GLAdstone 4788 which nobody could ever locate. I never found out where the Gladstone bit came from, though later heard it was a park, but we never went there. Even living in NW2, we always headed to Hampstead and Hampstead Heath on Sunday afternoons, just to ogle the lovely houses, the lovely, affluent, sophisticated people.


The Vale of Health is easy to miss, a little enclave tucked away off the East Heath Road. It is a dead end, with just one road into it, totally surrounded by the Heath. The title was said to have come from the fact that it was the only place in London that escaped some plague or other, being so cut off. Lots of famous people had lived there, and there were plaques to prove it, such as D. H. Lawrence and Leigh Hunt. Opposite our flat was a plaque to a Bengali writer I had never heard of, Rabindranath Tagore, who turned out to have won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1913.


I used to love coming home from work each evening on the Northern line from King’s Cross, getting off at Hampstead Tube, then walking through the little Georgian squares and lanes towards the Heath. I varied my route each time, as there were so many ways, all delightful. East Heath Road was usually busy, with a long line of cars crawling up going north, but once over that road, it was like entering a rural oasis, so artistic, quaint, quiet and altogether wonderful.


We had found it through some friend of Theo’s, Margaret’s best friend at Oxford, who warned us that the landlord lived on the premises and was rather eccentric. We were told he would want to interview us first, check us out, before agreeing. Margaret was still at Oxford at the time, in her last few weeks, so she came through for the day and we were grilled by Mr Elton – Leonard Sedgwick Elton. Grilled is the wrong word, because he was incredibly shy and hesitant, did not look you in the face, muttered and mumbled. He was a bachelor, a retired civil servant of some sort. I did ask him if he was related to Elton the historian – Sir Geoffrey Elton, expert on the Tudors – whose dreary books I had ploughed through at Durham, and he muttered something about being a distant cousin. (Ben Elton, the comedian and writer, is his nephew.)


He was obsessed by three things. He wanted peace and quiet, tenants who would go to bed at ten o’clock, make no noise afterwards, and not even pull the lavatory chain. He worried that as we were so young, compared with the outgoing tenants, who were an older couple – must have been in their thirties – that we might be noisy. We assured him we always went to bed at ten, in fact one minute to ten, every night, even New Year’s Eve.


He worried whether we could pay the rent. I assured him I had a staff job but Margaret did not, still being a student. And thirdly, he was terrified that once having moved in, we might have children, a thought which petrified him. And us.


We both immediately fell in love with the flat. Back at Oxford, Margaret wrote him a creepy letter about the wonders of his flat, saying that even if he did not see his way to us being his new tenants, she would never forget his flat. That seemed to do the trick. He offered us a three-month trial, at a rent of six guineas a week.


It was in fact the most inconvenient, ill-arranged house. It had not been arranged or converted at all, not in the normal sense, with no privacy, no facilities and no separation of living quarters. It was a four-storey, flat-fronted Victorian house, untouched, unaltered. Mr Elton lived alone on the top floor. We never heard him move around or even breathe. Each evening he made himself the same meal – sardines on toast – and drank a small bottle of red wine, the third of a bottle size, which you hardly see today.


We lived below him in a large through-room overlooking the centre of the Vale, with two large picture windows at the front and a kitchen at the back of the room, with a window over the pond.


We shared the WC and bathroom, which was on the landing, with Mr Elton. If by chance we met him on the stairs, or he heard us approaching, he vanished, disappeared. And if a full frontal meeting was unavoidable, he looked the other way, pretended he had not seen us.


We communicated by notes which we left for each other on the hall shelf behind the front door. This suited Margaret perfectly. She always adored writing notes, preferring them to telephone conversations.


Our bedroom was on the floor below, the ground floor as you came in, at the back of the house. Next to it, at the front, was the sitting room of Mrs Woodcock, an elderly lady we did not meet for some time. She had the whole of the basement, plus this one room upstairs, right next to ours. The whole arrangement was mad. It only worked if everyone was incredibly quiet and respected each other’s privacy. Which we did. We might have been in our early twenties, but our lifestyle was more like folks in their sixties.


Mrs Woodcock was very refined, very snobbish, clipped and autocratic. She enjoyed ordering us around, commanding us to come to sherry, or to take her rubbish out.


She took to Margaret instantly, was fascinated by her, loved to hear her views on literature, all of them of course delivered forcefully, and on the theatre, on Hampstead and on Oxford, which Margaret had never liked, but was amusing in her criticisms. I don’t think Mrs Woodcock had much interest in me, which I didn’t mind. I was happy enough to sip her dry sherry and let Margaret do all the sparkling and entertaining.


Margaret then got into the habit of having sherry twice a week with Mrs Woodcock, just the two of them. They would sit upright in her button-back chairs by the fireplace and discuss serious, artistic and political matters. She was usually summoned at 5.30, before I had got home from work. Which suited me fine. I was not interested in uplifting, clever chat. Never being much good at it.


It was one of the ways in which Margaret always appeared to me some sort of cuckoo in the nest, being able to connect and interest and impress and understand the middle class and middle-aged people, as if she was one of them, despite her background. She just did it naturally. Even as a little girl at home in her council house, she had middle-class values and tastes, forever criticising Arthur her father for the way he ate, the horrible fatty breakfasts he scoffed, the way he spoke, how he came home from work in his boiler suit and washed himself at the kitchen sink. She would tell him it was revolting. And leave the room, even during a meal. Poor Arthur. Where had she got it from? She was not a snob, or pretending to be something she was not. It was just how she was – and she never drew back from expressing her opinions, whether asked or not, which of course someone like Mrs Woodcock so enjoyed hearing.


We both picked up one habit from Mrs Woodcock, drinking dry sherry, which of course we had never drunk in our Carlisle council houses, though I had been allowed a sherry allowance at Durham, when I had been Senior Man. Dry sherry was the smartest drink in smart social circles in the fifties and sixties. From then on, we always had a bottle in the flat, for special visitors.


We never had wine in the flat, not like today, when I have crates of it all over the shop for emergencies, such as getting to 5.30 without having so far had a drink.


If we were having friends for supper, we might have bought a bottle of wine specially, but regular wine drinking – i.e. drinking it with every meal, and before and after every meal – did not exist in the circles we moved in.


Strange how drinking habits have changed. The history of the sort of wine we all drink, in all classes, has also changed over the decades, with dry white wine now being the most popular. Sweet or even medium white wine has disappeared, and as for Babycham, women drank that when out feeling quite sophisticated, not having acquired the taste for wine of any sort. Now look at them. Drinking as much as men these days. And swearing. As for dry sherry, I don’t think I have had a glass of sherry, dry or otherwise, or kept a bottle in the house, since, let me think, about 1975.


Our flat was unfurnished, so we spent most of that first year looking for the sort of polished Sheraton-style dark wood bureaus and button-back chairs which Mrs Woodcock had in her flat, considering them the height of good taste. We made lists and on Saturdays trawled the second-hand shops in Hampstead – even the High Street had one or two second-hand furniture shops in those days, but most of the local ones were in Islington or Camden Town. I remember shopping at Ron Weldon’s – the first husband of Fay Weldon. He used old ancient wood to re-create new but old-looking pine kitchen tables.


We didn’t have beer in the flat, and I generally did not go to pubs, except for social occasions after work, but there was a large and ancient Victorian pub at the end of the Vale of Health which we often went to on a Sunday, after our long morning walk round the Heath. The barman was a rather moany, miserable Scotsman, who was always trying to chuck people out, long before the official closing. ‘Have ye no hames to go tae? Your roasts will all be burning in the oven.’


Around the pub was a small, permanent encampment of caravans and boarded-up fairground stalls. It was strange to find them there in such a select, expensive location. This was the nucleus of the famous Hampstead Heath annual fair. Several fairground families, who had been there for decades, lived on the site all the year round. Once a year, at Easter, the encampment exploded, spreading right over the Heath. The posher Vale of Health residents would then always move out to their country cottages.


One of the fairground men, one of the residents, we always knew as Mr Shouter. Several times a day he would walk past our house shouting. It was alarming at first, worried that we had caused some offence, till we realised he was perfectly nice and harmless – just had some involuntary tic which caused him to go around shouting.


The only drawback to our Vale of Health idyllic, sylvan flat came after about a year – when I started to have asthma. I suffered from it all my childhood, but assumed it had gone for good. We put its return down to the fact that our bedroom window overlooked the Vale of Health pond. In the evenings, there was almost always a mist hovering and hanging over the pond, which soaked and seeped into our bedroom, and then sneaked its way into my lungs. That was my theory. It might or not have been the true cause, but it did not really matter as asthma is a psychosomatic illness. Once you begin to imagine you have it, you have it. So much for it being healthy, living in the Vale of Health.


It got so bad we decided I should go to a doctor. We had not yet got round to registering with a local GP, but then you don’t, in your early twenties, never thinking you will ever need a doctor, an accountant, a lawyer, an agent – nor a personal trainer, a yoga teacher, a masseur, or a brand manager. The last four are modern references. Still not got ’em.


We got the name of a GP from the Post Office board in the High Street, someone we were told was called Micky Day. I had presumed at first it must be a man. Her real first name was Josie, but for some reason she had always been known as Micky. It was a bit confusing, as her husband, also a doctor, was called Michael.


They lived in Thurlow Road – and she had her surgery in her house. The first time we went to see her, to register, we went into a front room where a young woman was sitting reading the Manchester Guardian with her feet up. I said we had come to see the doctor. She folded the Guardian, disappeared, and then put her head round the door and said come in, I will see you now.


She came from Macclesfield and had a broad northern accent, which was reassuring. It turned out to be her first week and I think we were probably her first patients. We remained with her ever since. In fact, fifty-seven years later, I am still with her, or at least with her practice. She has retired but the Hampstead surgery she created continues in Park End, beside the Heath. Today, I am always asking the young doctors in the practice, most of whom look about thirteen, if I am their longest-living patient. They just stare at me, not understanding what I am on about.


I did once call Micky in the middle of the night, when we were living in the Vale of Health. I had a bad attack of asthma, convinced I was going to choke to death. She came and gave me an injection. Which knocked me out.


I later decided that it was not the mist on the pond which had done it this time but earlier that evening, stuffing my face at a free press night meal in the West End, I had eaten crab for the first time. I was convinced it was the crab what done it. So I have never eaten crab again.


Dry sherry did not really agree with me either, causing a burning sensation in my tummy after five or six glasses, but that was not the reason I gave it up. Fashions and styles moved on.


On the morning of 4 February 1962, another fashion, another style, came into being. It was a Sunday and early that morning, lying in bed, we were awakened by the sound of Mrs Woodcock outside our bedroom, clattering about it, muttering loudly, which was not like her. We could hear her opening the front door, then banging down the dustbin lid, having dumped something into it, and then she returned to her sitting room, still muttering and complaining.


The very first edition of the Sunday Times Magazine had arrived. It was the beginning of a small but significant revolution in British weekend newspapers, but not as far as Mrs Woodcock was concerned. She immediately declared it to be a cheap, nasty, vulgar American abomination and she certainly did not want it in her flat a moment longer than necessary.


In talking to her the next day, still moaning on, furious at the impertinence of such a thing being delivered to her home, unasked, I discovered she had worn rubber gloves, so as not to be contaminated by this awful, disgusting publication.
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PAPER PLEASURES


There was part of me which rather delighted in Mrs Woodcock’s reaction to the first appearance of the Colour Magazine. I knew by then how vital the launch of the Colour Mag was and how much had been invested in it. Their staff already seemed to lord it over the so-called steam section, working away in black and white and cheap newsprint, whereas their product was glossy, colourful, glitzy, ever so trendy and fashionable. Just like the Colour Mag staff, or so we thought they thought about themselves.


I had been on the Sunday Times just over a year by then, having moved from the Sunday Graphic, a paper which no one has heard of now. Not many at the time seemed aware of it either. It was a popular, tabloid, national paper, one of several in the Thomson stable – formerly Kemsley newspapers, which I had joined in 1958 as a graduate trainee.


We were in the same building, 200 Gray’s Inn Road, as the Sunday Times, but we were below the salt, other ranks, not exactly viewed with contempt but ignorance, as if we did not exist, were not part of the same brotherhood, the same profession.


The Sunday Times staff were rumoured to work in oak-panelled offices, like an Oxford college, not that I ever ventured into their quarters, or knew anybody who worked on the paper.


I used to imagine how wonderful it must be to work there. If you rang to say you were from the Sunday Times, they probably stood to attention, hanging on your every word. On the Sunday Graphic, when you rang up, you just got a grunt, and they never rang you back.


But of course on any paper, in any occupation, it is your colleagues who make it, not the bosses, not the outside image of your firm. I remember thinking at the time I was on the Sunday Graphic that it was unfair to stigmatise workers by the institutions they work for. On the whole, owners are remote and usually bastards. You have to remember that owners change, sell out, get caught out, but the workers carry on.


Coming to London as a total outsider, it took me a while to pick up the pecking order of institutions. The Savoy and the Dorchester were the two best hotels, no question. People wanted to stay there or work there, for having worked at the Savoy you could always boast you had trained there.


I had begun to interview quite a lot of authors, a breed I had never met before, and I picked up that a publishing house everyone admired was William Collins. It was felt if you worked there, you could go on to anywhere else.


In daily newspapers, the Daily Express was considered a brand leader, the one with the money and power, ideas and invention, well-designed, clever columnists, top-class reporters, both at home and abroad. The Daily Mail in the 1960s was a pale imitation, not quite as much of a rag as the Daily Sketch – which the Mail eventually took over in 1971 – but generally viewed as a poorer paper, less professional than the Express.


In Sunday papers, the Sunday Times had for long been seen as the number one. It was not as dominant, or as fat and self-important as it later became, and was helped by the lack of competition in the so-called quality, broadsheet sector. In 1960 when I joined, the only real opposition was the Observer. The Sunday Telegraph was not founded till 1961.


During the summer and autumn of 1960 we were all aware that the Sunday Graphic, where I was still working, was going to close. Roy Thomson had made no major changes when he had taken over the group the previous year, but was now starting to shed the loss makers.


It was a miserable time on the paper. The older reporters, such as Dorothy Harrison, whom I sat beside in the newsroom, were convinced they would never get another job. I never knew her age, probably mid-fifties, but she seemed totally ancient. When I was moaning on, saying what about me, I have just got married, I need a job to pay the rent, she always said the same thing: ‘Oh you’ll be fine . . .’ Which I always thought was an empty platitude, to cheer me up.


A few weeks before the Sunday Graphic finally folded, in December 1960, three of the staff were whisked across to join the Sunday Times – Robert Robinson who did films and show business for the Graphic, Peter Wilsher who was a brain box with a first in Mathematics from Cambridge, so I was told, and the sports editor. One day, all three suddenly got up, cleared their desks and departed the sinking ship.


I was so jealous, convinced that was it, the three chosen ones had gone. I was clearly not going to the Sunday Times. I was probably going to be offered a job back in the provinces, in Manchester or Sheffield or Newcastle, on one of the group’s local papers, or offered redundancy. I had only been working as a journalist for two years, so I wasn’t going to be offered much money.


Then one morning I was called for an interview with the Sunday Times editor. I knew nothing about him, and had never even heard his name mentioned. He was called Harry Hodson, ex-Balliol and a Fellow of All Souls, and he was one of the dopiest, vaguest, least journalistic journalists I have ever come across. He was more like an absent-minded don than a Fleet Street editor. He had no interest in me, did not appear to have read the Sunday Graphic, was probably not even aware of its existence. He floundered around, abstracted, and then chanced to ask if I was interested in archaeology. I had studied Roman Britain for a year at Durham, and been totally bored, but I knew enough about the history of Hadrian’s Wall to chunter on as if I knew what I was talking about.


On 23 December 1960, the week the Graphic finally closed, I got a note from him, saying I would be joining the Sunday Times on a salary of £1,350 a year. He welcomed me to the team. ‘And I hope that you will work happily with us for a long time to come.’


In the event, it was he who didn’t last long. In a few months, he was gone, off to become Provost of Ditchley. When I mention his name now to people working on the Sunday Times today, they have no idea who Harry Hodson was, yet he edited the paper from 1950 to 1961.


He was replaced by Denis Hamilton, Lt Colonel Hamilton, who was in his way an equally strange choice as an editor – in that he never wrote stuff, hardly read proofs, did not appear to be interested or involved in day-to-day journalism. He was more the leader figure, thinking and planning long term.


Being called to his office, for good or bad reasons, was a nightmare. He didn’t speak, just sat there, austere and officer class, so in the end you blurted out any old stuff, comments and chat, stories which you should probably have kept to yourself.


Almost everyone on the Sunday Times when I joined seemed to me to have been to a public school and/or Oxbridge, which created a bit of a chip on my shoulder for some time, mostly imagined. Denis Hamilton, despite his upper-class demeanour, his clipped moustache, perfect suits, polished shoes, came from a humble background in the Northeast and had never been to university. Before the war, he had been a sub on the local Thomson paper in Middlesbrough. When the war came, he zoomed through the ranks, commanding a battalion of the Durham Light Infantry at a very young age, ending as a colonel and aide to General Montgomery.


After the war, he went back to journalism, but this time becoming editorial assistant to Lord Kemsley. When Thomson took over, he recognised Hamilton’s efficiency, making things happen, organising the troops.


One of Hamilton’s earliest coups was in 1958 helping the Sunday Times purchase Monty’s memoirs. It ran for weeks and did so well, putting on a huge increase in circulation. Hamilton then bought further wartime diaries when he became editor. It began a long period of the Sunday papers competing to pay massive monies to serialise books. God, it made me scream, when I heard all the money being spent and the acres of space being devoted to these dreary old generals. I had lived through the war, as a child, and vaguely knew their names, and obviously was thankful we had won, but come on, surely we have had more than enough of wartime reminiscences, how about hearing from the new generation for a change? Such as, well, me for instance.


Looking back at editions of the Sunday Times in 1961 and 1962, when I was working there full time, not getting my name in the paper but thrilled to be there, I am surprised how flimsy the paper was, so few pages, so few sections. Just two in fact – the main paper and the Review pages.


There was of course no Colour Magazine, not till 1962, and that proved to be Hamilton’s major contribution to the British media. Thomson had got the idea from the USA and Canada, where coloured supplements had long been common, but it was Hamilton who pushed it through, made it work, after a dodgy start. Mrs Woodcock was not alone in being appalled.


I sat in the newsroom, doing very little for a couple of weeks at the end of December 1960, till in the New Year I was eventually told what my job was going to be. I was to be the boy on the Atticus column, working with Robert Robinson, who had been with me on the Sunday Graphic. I didn’t really know Bob on the Graphic. He was ten years older, wiser, smarter, rather cutting and cynical and world weary, but very cultured and literary, always quoting Dr Johnson.


Atticus was the paper’s diary or gossip column, though not as we know such animals today. We had different forms of celebrity in those days, so we did stories about who would be the next Master of Balliol, or Archbishop of Canterbury, our Ambassador in Washington. As if I cared. But I had to ring round our so-called contacts and get names of people possibly in the running and do little bios.


The Atticus column had a long and distinguished history. Previous editors of it had been John Buchan, Sacheverell Sitwell and Ian Fleming. Sitwell was reputed to have got a lifetime’s supply of Mateus Rosé after he had been the first person to mention the name Mateus Rosé in a British newspaper. Someone clearly to look up to.


Ian Fleming was still around when I joined the paper, supposedly foreign manager, but he didn’t seem to do much, swanning off on Friday after lunch to play golf in Kent, which I thought was shocking. On a Sunday paper, Fridays and Saturdays are the two most frantic days.


We had our own Atticus office, me and Bob, a wood-panelled office – so the rumour was true. Our secretary, a debby-type girl, was best friends with Gillian, secretary to William Rees-Mogg, who was the paper’s city editor. The two secretaries would sit and gossip in our office when Bob was out and I was supposedly working. I would listen to their chat about dear William, and discovered that he did not even seem to be aware that Gillian, his secretary, existed, and yet, so I picked up, she was secretly in love with him. Eventually she decided it might be best to give in her notice. I told William how lovely Gillian was, how much he would miss her if she resigned, and hinted that he had missed his chance. The upshot was that he proposed, they got married and lived happily ever after and produced a large family including the Tory MP, Jacob Rees-Mogg.


That’s my memory of the sequence of events back in 1961 – and I’m sticking to it. I have recently reminisced with Lady Rees-Mogg, formerly Gillian Morris, and she smiles and sighs and agrees, yes, that was roughly what happened. William died in 2012.


Everyone, apart from humble reporters, had a secretary and their own office. It was part of one’s status, to have a good-size office and a smart, well-bred secretary. She answered the phone, booked lunch for you, typed your letters – bashing away at the office sit-up-and-beg manual type writer. Often not very well, for Sunday Times secretaries were prized for their breeding as much as their typing. The more brazen members of the staff had their secretary doing their bills, their personal affairs, buying presents for their wives or girlfriends. All gone. Almost all secretaries went out when computers came in.


Bob did try to shake up the contents of the Atticus column, make it a bit less stodgy and old-fashioned. He was a polished and amusing writer – but he was not a good interviewer, either on the phone or in the flesh. Probably too fond of his own opinions to be bothered listening to others. It meant I did most of the interviewing each week, a lot of which Bob would rewrite in his style.


I once went to an art gallery in Mayfair for the opening of an exhibition of drawings by L. S. Lowry. I had assumed he was long dead, so was surprised to find this funny, untidy old man sitting in a corner, smiling to himself at all the preening, phony Mayfair arty types bustling about. I sat down with him and got on well with him, so well that I arranged to go and see him at his house in Lancashire later in the week, and do a proper interview.


I had of course heard of Laurence Stephen Lowry (1887–1976), knew about his matchstick men drawings, his paintings of industrial Lancashire, knew that in his working life he had been a rent collector, which was funny, how he had turned down various honours, which seemed admirable, but was said to be something of a recluse, unmarried, living on his own. Most people in the sixties who had come down from the North had heard of him, felt affectionate towards his drawings and felt affectionate towards him, but the mainstream art world of London, or art lovers in London, if they had heard of him, saw him as a niche artist, a primitive even, not mainstream or important. I was so excited to have talked him into an interview, in his own home, which I don’t think many journalists had ever managed.


When I got back to the office, I told Bob, half thinking he might never have heard of Lowry. He said well done – but I will do the interview, if you don’t mind.


I was furious. I felt I had bonded with Lowry as a northerner, whereas Bob was from suburban London. I had shown journalistic nous in getting Lowry’s address out of him and arranging a date.


I was upset when Bob came back from meeting him and wrote only a paragraph or so about him in the column. I had planned to rush to the features department and sell them the idea of a major interview, with a lot of space and illustrations, as I later managed with John Masefield.


I was even more furious when Bob let slip in the office that he had bought a Lowry painting – direct from the artist, not through a gallery or agent. I could of course not have afforded such a thing at the time, though I am sure Bob got a bargain. Today of course, Lowry paintings sell for millions, he is widely acclaimed and revered and has The Lowry art centre in Salford named after him.


Bob had gone to a local suburban grammar school, which he always said was the best grammar school in the land, with the finest headmaster, and then on to Oxford. I think he had always imagined he would go on to be a literary figure, a writer of some sort, but for years he had found himself interviewing second-rate film stars for the Sunday Graphic. At least on the Sunday Times, he had climbed a notch or two in status, as I had.


Bob introduced one new feature in Atticus which was our man Mayhew, who went out and met ordinary people, such as a dustman, a postman, a milkman. It was me who went out, stopped people in the street, and wrote down exactly what they said.


Bob got the name Mayhew from Henry Mayhew, whom I had never heard of till then, who was a nineteenth-century social historian and journalist (one of the founders of Punch in 1841) who produced a well-known book called London Labour and the London Poor, filled with first-hand, unadorned interviews and life stories. I was most impressed when I read it, and went on to discover his other journalism, thinking I could do that, I like interviewing ordinary people.


I produced hundreds, sometimes thousands of words for my Mayhew interviews with ordinary London people, asking them questions about their lives, till they got fed up. I was always on the lookout for an unusual turn of phrase, a cliché used wrongly, a malapropism, a quirky observation on life. I handed them over to Bob who boiled them down. He never took liberties, or added clever remarks, just reproduced it straight, linking all the best quotes together.


There was no name on the Atticus column – neither Bob’s name nor of course mine either, as the mere assistant. That was the column’s style. In fact the style of the whole paper. That’s the other thing that struck me, looking back at those sixties copies of the paper – there were so very few by-lines.


About the only place the name of the journalist regularly appeared was on the review pages where Cyril Connolly on books, Dilys Powell on films and Harold Hobson on the theatre were the big stars. They were supposedly the reason people read the Sunday Times, which I could never believe, as I mostly considered them boring, pompous, humourless. Over on the Observer, our deadly rival Kenneth Tynan was so much more readable and amusing and of course cruel. The Sunday Times did not do cruel.


Even though my name did not appear, if I did a half-decent or vaguely amusing interview, almost everyone I knew or met next day had read it. They would not know it was me, unless I told them, but they had noticed the story. This was because there were only two Sunday papers, the Times and the Observer. Everyone I knew read both of them, as they were still quite thin with few sections, so didn’t take up your whole day.


When Jimmy Porter in Look Back in Anger talks about collecting the Sunday papers – those were the two he meant. As far as the arty or the intelligentsia were concerned, there were no others.


I went with Margaret to see Look Back in Anger, which was still running at the Royal Court, on free tickets. One of the perks of being a diarist on a national paper, then and now, is being on the list for press tickets for the new London shows.


I thought the play was terrific, loved the dialogue and the rants, and never worried at the time about the lack of a proper plot. It did seem so fresh and different from all those ancient Noël Coward and Terence Rattigan plays I had seen in Carlisle with my mother or performed by amateur reps in Manchester. We also went to see Joan Littlewood’s Oh, What a Lovely War! at the Theatre Royal Stratford East and that again seemed a revolution, so spontaneous and mad, but wonderful. I was also astounded by The Ginger Man by J. P. Donleavy. In all these cases it was the lack of traditional framework and plot that struck me. I remember thinking you don’t have to write so-called well-made, polished, crafted plays any more – they can be all over the shop, if they have the energy and humour. I wondered if I could have a go one day. I had begun to think I had a good ear for dialogue, even if the only dialogue I had ever written down was 500 words from a dustman talking to Mayhew.


The first time I got my name in the paper, on a piece I had written, was in May 1963 when I interviewed John Masefield, the Poet Laureate. It had taken ages to arrange, with letters and notes going back months, before I finally persuaded him to let me visit him in his pretty cottage in Berkshire. Masefield was born in 1878, so was eighty-five when I saw him in 1963. He reminisced about meeting Thomas Hardy and Ramsay MacDonald, who had made him Poet Laureate in 1930, names which came naturally to his lips but to me seemed fictional, or existed only in school textbooks.


He had a cat called McGinty. ‘A cat,’ so he told me, ‘of no distinction but much pretension.’ He described how, before he got that cat, he used to fill his mouth with raisins, go out into his garden and let birds eat out of his mouth. Once he had acquired a cat, no birds would come near him in the garden.


If I had been into my stride as an interviewer, more experienced, rather than being slightly in awe and nervous about doing my first proper interview for the paper, as opposed to the Atticus column, I would immediately have pounced on this story. I am sure I could have talked him into having his photo taken, with his mouth open, feeding the birds, with the cat kept well away. He did seem an agreeable old chap, if a bit doddery. It would have made a great picture. It did go through my head, but seemed too cheeky and pushy to ask him to do it.


Bob Robinson edited Atticus for just two years, with me as his assistant, then was moved sideways, to write a personal column. I don’t know whether he was pushed or not. Nobody ever seemed to get the sack in those days, not from the Sunday Times. The paper was so rich, so overstaffed, that if for some reason someone was relieved of his position or his column, he just carried on, on full pay, writing odd features, but nobody much caring whether he produced copy or not.


The national dailies were much the same. I often went to El Vino’s in Fleet Street with Bob, who liked me to accompany him, as his sort of sidekick or batman, and I got to know a few of the main feature writers on the Mail and the Express. They seemed to do very little except play silly games in the office, then go to El Vino’s and drink the rest of the day away. The Daily Mirror feature writers, ridiculously under-employed, would have oysters and champagne at their local pub each day at noon. The expenses were enormous, the abuses appalling.


There was always a lot of infighting and complaining about the print unions in Fleet Street, with the journalists and management accusing the unions of ruining our fine, noble industry, using Mickey Mouse practices, such as fiddling work sheets and wages for people who did not exist, then threatening to go on strike at the last moment, just before the presses started rolling, knowing management would have to give in to their demands. Both sides were in fact taking the mickey, abusing the privileges they had acquired over the generations for themselves.


Bob was always good to me, treating me when we went to these expensive Fleet Street watering holes, as I was still on a fairly low salary, unlike him. One day he also invited me – and Margaret – to his house for a meal.


He lived in a handsome Georgian house in Cheyne Row which he and his actress wife Josee had rented at first, I think from a relation of Richard Ingrams’, and then they had somehow managed to buy it, at a very good price. Journalists, even reasonably paid ones, did not normally live in quite such period splendour.


One of the other guests at this dinner was Robin Day, the television broadcaster. For some reason he took an active dislike to me, turning and picking on me, calling me Bob’s boy, Bob’s lackey, mocking my northern accent and provincial university. I did not realise this was his style, to attack people for no reason, just to amuse himself. I was shocked into sullen silence, wondering what I had done to offend him.


Margaret of course had immediately got his measure, and when he talked to her, she let him get away with nothing, fighting back, giving as good as she got.


After the dinner, Margaret sent a thank-you letter in her best handwriting. In it, she must have made some semi-jocular remarks about the evening, which upset Josee. In reply she wrote: ‘I expect my guests to write back prettily, whether they have enjoyed my hospitality or not, and if not, not to accept any more invitations.’ We never got any more.


So who was going to take over from Bob, once he had been relieved of Atticus? I did not honestly and truthfully expect to get the job, though I felt well capable of it, after two years as the assistant. I knew how to do the boring bits, such as organising photographs, supervising the design and layout.


One of my jobs, as the assistant, was to go up on the stone on a Friday afternoon and stand there while the compositors made up the pages. If there was a line too long, or a headline did not fit, I would make a quick decision – and tell the printer what to do. Journalists could not of course touch the actual metal. The printers would be all out.


I realised that at twenty-six I was still a bit young to be in charge of such a well-known, long-established column, which had had so many famous editors. And of course Robin Day had got me on the raw. I was convinced I would always be discriminated against as a northerner from a provincial university.


Denis Hamilton, as editor of the paper, always had his ear to the ground, knowing who the rising stars were. It was he who really created the Insight column, hiring three journalists in 1963 whom none of us on the paper had heard of – Clive Irving, assisted by Jeremy Wallington and Ron Hall – to start a brand-new section which led to a totally different investigative team.


To be the new head of Atticus he appointed someone called Nicholas Tomalin, someone I had vaguely heard of, as he was currently the star writer on a trendy magazine called About Town. He was five years older than me, had gone to a public school and Cambridge, where he had been president of the Union and editor of Granta.


When I met him for the first time, I was struck by how handsome and well-dressed he was, in the latest American preppy-style clothes with button down collar shirts, which none of us were yet wearing. And he was sophisticated, amusing, clearly well connected, seemed to be best friends with all his Cambridge contemporaries who had gone on to do exciting things.


Oh God, I thought, I have had it now. Not only will he not like me, or get on with me, or want me, but he will insist on hiring his own assistant, which is the nature of most such sudden changes when an outsider comes in, be it journalism, politics, business, football management. It would prove what I had feared, that my background would be held against me.
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MARGARET’S FIRST NOVEL FAILS


When Margaret had been a little girl she had wanted to be a missionary. She was for a time very religious, thanks mainly to her mother. Then as a young teenager she wanted to be an MP, putting the world to rights. Both of those ambitions had long faded. Instead, almost the moment we were back from our honeymoon in 1960 and established ourselves in the Vale of Health, she started writing a novel.


Before going up to Oxford, she had gone for three months as an au pair in Bordeaux. Her Oxford tutor-to-be had said she should improve her French, if she wanted to read History. She was told that the French family she was fixed to stay with was middle class, educated, with the husband a teacher, but it turned out they were dirt poor, living in an attic. The father had been a teacher but because he was a communist, he had lost his job and just sat at home smoking. His wife took in laundry to feed their many children, all of whom Margaret had to look after. They did have well-off relations, so they often had weekends in style in a grand and pretty country house.


The contrast between the two lives, getting sucked into two layers of French culture, had a profound effect on Margaret. But then almost anything, anywhere, after a lifetime on a Carlisle council estate in the 1950s, would have been a bit of a social and cultural shock.


She wrote to me every week from Bordeaux, long, graphic, amusing, colourful letters, which I still have, unless the rats have got into the garage and eaten them.


As a break from trying to furnish and equip our new flat, cooking for her dear husband when he came home from his awfully tiring day at work down the pit, I mean Gray’s Inn Road, Margaret started writing a novel. She didn’t tell me about it at first. She did it on the kitchen table while the flat was empty. It was called Green Dust for Dreams, which I immediately said was a poncey title. Did we say poncey in 1960? Pretentious, I probably said, which I said about anything smacking of purple prose, one of my hatreds in life.


It took her about three months of solid writing, working every day, all handwritten in ink. Someone then told her that no agent or publisher would accept any manuscript in longhand. So she painfully typed it all out, using two fingers on my new portable manual typewriter which I had recently bought for myself. I am at rubbish at typing, still am, but having done it for so long, since I was editor of Palatinate, the student paper, I am at least quick if slipshod, making endless mistakes and literals. Margaret, with her two fingers, never having used a typewriter before, took forever. It was agony for her. She also did it in single spacing, another mistake, in order to save paper.


Eventually she got it completed, parcelled it up and sent it off to an agent, Michael Sissons. I can’t remember where we got his name from. Someone had said that he was young, just starting off, and might be looking for new authors.


He sent a letter back, fairly quickly. He thought it did not quite work as a novel, and could probably not be published as it was, but he invited her to come and see him at his office and talk about it.


Margaret immediately tore up his letter and binned the novel. I never even had a chance to read it all, but I can remember the physical look of it, about 300 close-packed pages with a purple ribbon tied round it. The type was so cramped it must have made it even harder to enjoy reading it.


So that was it, she was no longer going to be a novelist. The world clearly did not want her. I said come on pet, it’s only one opinion, try somewhere else, but she was adamant. She was giving up trying to be a novelist.


Years later I did meet Michael Sissons, who soon became a very successful literary agent. He did have a memory of Margaret sending him a manuscript – and always wondered why she never replied. At the time, he thought he had sent her one of his more encouraging letters. Normally, he tried never to let young or new novelists anywhere near his office. After that, he made his replies to unsolicited manuscripts a bit more positive, if he did happen to think a new writer showed talent. But it was too late for Margaret. She had given up.


Instead, she decided to look for a job and became a teacher, at Barnsbury School for Girls in Islington, a girls’ secondary modern, not far from Pentonville prison. She was technically only a supply teacher, but she stayed for almost two years. In those days, you did not need a DipEd – which I had, and never used. It was sufficient to be any sort of graduate to be allowed in front of a class.


Each morning she walked across the Heath, working her way down to Hampstead Heath railway station, and got on the Overground train to Barnsbury. It was a pleasant journey, as these things go, and at the school she made friends with two other young teachers, Di Regler and Mary Driscoll, drinking with them in a local pub at lunchtime. She kept in touch with both of them long after she had stopped teaching, but both of them, alas, died young from cancer. I often used to wonder, stupidly, if there had been something nasty in that pub. Or in that school.


Margaret was an excellent teacher, brilliant on discipline – nobody took any liberties – enthusiastic and energetic. Years later, women in the street would come up to her and recall her inspiring English lessons. Two of her old pupils ended up in EastEnders when it started on TV. She also had to teach current affairs, so on the train to Barnsbury she would buy the Daily Mirror, a much more socialist, educative paper in those days, which had a pull-out section on an important topic of the day, such as Vietnam, explaining what it was all about. Margaret would mug it all up, then repeat it to her pupils, as if she knew what she was talking about. Her knowledge of books, novels and plays was enormous. From about the age of sixteen, encouraged by her teachers at school, hoping she would try Oxbridge entrance, she had devoured everything suggested to her, averaging a book a day. But stuff like politics, economics or science, she had little interest in.


With Margaret working, it meant we had two salaries, not huge, but average for our age in London. I was now on £1,600 at the Sunday Times. We got an increase every Christmas, when Denis Hamilton would write to us and say well done, your salary will be going up by £100. You were not supposed to reveal it to your colleagues, which I suspected was a management conspiracy to keep us in our place.


After about a year in the flat, and us both now working, we had ticked off most of the major items on our lists, such as double bed, curtains, fridge, a cooker, and then, ever so posh, a Sheraton-style bureau.


My old 1947 Riley motor car, bought at the time we got married for £100, had caused endless problems, failing to start, the rain letting in through the roof. I blamed Mike Thornhill, our so-called best man, for making me buy it.


I then bought a brand-new car – a Morris Mini Minor. It had not long been launched, the first ones appearing at the end of 1959, so was still a novelty on the road. When I went back to Carlisle with it, and took my mother or Margaret’s parents for a ride to Silloth, people in the villages on the way came out to look at it. I felt quite important. Someone clearly from London, at the cutting edge, or whatever cliché we used in those days.


I did once interview the inventor of the Mini, Alec Issigonis. He came from a Greek background but was a British citizen, educated at Battersea Poly, where he failed his maths exams three times, but managed to get a job as a motor engineer. What I remember about him was his pockmarked face. I wondered if he had had terrible spots as a teenager, as I had.


His Mini was a little miracle. The wheels were only ten inches high which made them look like toys. It had front-wheel drive and loads of other amazing innovations I did not understand, never having any real interest in cars. I suppose the most surprising thing was the enormous amount of space. You could not believe, looking from the outside, it was so spacious inside. Everything was pared to the bone, such as having a sort of pull wire instead of a door handle, which usually broke after too many tugs. You slid the windows open by hand.


I had one of the early models, so I discovered from the garage, which explained why it was hard to start on damp mornings, an initial teething problem not yet solved. I had to open the bonnet and dry everything in sight, then try to start it again.


But the Mini went on to become the most popular British car of all time, selling over 5 million. It’s still highly prized and popular today in its modern equivalent. When I eventually started going abroad in the middle and late sixties, on hols or jobs, I always felt quite proud when seeing a Mini in the street, pleased that it had become so popular and fashionable, just as much as it had proved a huge success at home. It was probably a residue feeling from the fifties, when we felt a bit inferior to the Europeans, such as the French and the Italians, who seemed so much better and more artistic on design and fashion when it came to cars and clothes.


My Mini cost me £500, dirt cheap now, but seemed quite a lot at the time, a third of my year’s salary. I got a car loan, interest free, through the Sunday Times, who were very generous at the time with helping staff. The colour of my Mini was blue. Or was it green? Or it could have been grey? The first time I happened to refer to its colour we had the most awful argument. Margaret shouted at me for being so stupid, so unobservant. Which happened quite a lot. Oh, the usual stuff: forgetting things when I did the shopping, asking the same thing three times, unable to remember birthdays and telephone numbers.


‘Remind me again . . .’ I would say.


‘Certainly not,’ she would reply. ‘I have told you umpteen times. Just think.’


‘Oh, come on, tell me, I’m in a hurry, I’ll be your best friend . . .’


Not knowing the colour of my own car, which did seem rather dopey, turned out not to be my fault. It was after then that I discovered I was colour blind.


We were getting on by then extremely well with Mr Elton, our landlord in the Vale of Health. He approved of our puritan lifestyle, our regular hours, no singing, dancing, noisy guests, no playing loud music or getting drunk.


There was though one unfortunate domestic incident. Margaret foolishly agreed that a friend from Oxford could come and stay with us for a few days – who then asked if she could bring her boyfriend. I agreed as well. I had taken so much hospitality myself over the years, sleeping on people’s sofas and floors when I first came to London, and when visiting Margaret at Oxford. It seemed only fair now that we were in the fortunate position of having our own lovely flat to help others.
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