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  Jeremy Bowen was born in Cardiff in 1960. He attended University College London and Johns Hopkins University in Italy and the USA before joining the BBC as a news

  trainee in 1984. He became a foreign correspondent in 1987, covering major conflicts in the Middle East, El Salvador, Afghanistan, Bosnia, Croatia, Chechnya, Somalia, Rwanda and Kosovo. From 1995

  to 2000 he was the BBC’s Middle East Correspondent, winning awards from television festivals in New York and Monte Carlo as well as a Best Breaking News report from the Royal Television

  Society on the assassination of Yitzhak Rabin. After two years presenting Breakfast, BBC1’s morning news programme, as well as major history documentaries, he was given a roving brief

  as a Special Correspondent before being appointed BBC Middle East Editor in 2005. He lives in London.




  Praise for Six Days: How the 1967 War Shaped the Middle East:




  ‘Bowen tells the story as it deserves to be told: as a thriller, the more compelling for being true . . . Bowen writes like a television reporter talks –

  succinctly, precisely, unsentimentally – but the style and structure allow him to pile cliff-hanger upon cliff-hanger. Even though we know how it ends, it is gripping stuff, full of

  meticulously disinterred detail and acutely sketched personalities . . . timely and engrossing’ Time Out




  ‘Fine research . . . impeccably accurate . . . Jeremy Bowen has performed a service by reminding us how we got here. In the true traditions of journalism, he has done his

  best to tell us exactly how it happened’ Guardian




  ‘[Bowen] reveals a compelling yarn behind the myths . . . Perhaps Six Days can help us both remember and heal’ Independent




  ‘[A] fast-paced history . . . Bowen provides an hour-by-hour narrative of the war, which is surely the most gripping military tale since the fall of France in the Second

  World War’ Daily Telegraph




  ‘Gripping . . . You emerge from the book feeling you have been as close an observer of a war as you are ever likely to be’ Literary Review




  ‘Bowen’s meticulous account, a mosaic of private stories, control room debates and battlefield vignettes, makes a convincing case’ Sunday Times




  ‘Unflinching . . . Bowen’s straightforward style is backed up by meticulous research . . . with Bowen’s wide research lending both balance and authority to

  his conclusions’ Catholic Times




  ‘Bowen writes with a journalist’s verve’ Jewish Chronicle




  ‘Jeremy Bowen is a war reporter for whom contentment begins when bullets fly . . . Bowen knows the Middle East. For five years he was the BBC’s main correspondent

  there . . . That kind of experience has taught him that simple judgments of right and wrong, good and evil, are never possible . . . Bowen tells the story of the war with an hour-by-hour account of

  each of the six days. What comes across is a sense of tragic inevitability’ Scotland on Sunday




  ‘A splendidly woven story book . . . Although [Bowen] is an admirably dispassionate and meticulous historian, he is an even better story teller . . . This is a piece of

  humane and honest writing which should be on the shelves of anyone with a serious interest in the conflict, and on the bedside table of anyone who wants a great, fast read’ Contemporary

  Review
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  Prologue




  Beirut, 23 May 2000



   




  At seven o’clock on the morning that he was killed Abed Takkoush parked his Mercedes outside the Riviera hotel on the Corniche, the wide road

  that runs along the seafront in west Beirut. The Riviera has a fine view of the Mediterranean and its clients around the pool have a fine view of each other. Some people call it Silicone Beach

  because so many inflated breasts, pouting lips and lifted bottoms are on display around the pool, broiling steadily in the Levantine midday sun. But the sunbeds were still being laid out when Abed

  arrived to pick me up for the drive down to the south. The Israelis were ending an occupation of southern Lebanon that had lasted twenty-two years and Abed and I were going to wave them off. Once

  the BBC’s cameraman Malek Kanaan had arrived, we set off down the coastal highway.




  Abed was fifty-three. He had wiry black hair, going a bit grey in places, and lived with his wife and three sons in an apartment in Hamra in the centre of Beirut. He had dark, watchful eyes that

  could scowl or smile. Abed laughed a lot, and liked to boast about his driving. He said one of his other clients called him Schumacher. Yes, just like Michael Schumacher, he’d say, as he

  accelerated into a gap in the traffic, except Schumacher drives on empty roads. Let him try it in Lebanon! Other times Abed would drive silently, holding a cigarette with his yellow fingers,

  brooding. His sister was blown to pieces by a shell that exploded in a car park in west Beirut, during the so-called ‘war of liberation’ that the Christian politician and general,

  Michel Aoun, launched against the Syrians in 1989. They only found about half of her.




  Abed’s business card said he was a driver and producer. That meant he was the quintessential local fixer, the kind of person that foreign correspondents around the world need more than

  anyone else. He knew everyone, from the bearded and serious men at the offices of the Islamic resistance, Hezbollah, in the southern suburbs of the city, to the head waiters at the best fish

  restaurants. He was a taxi driver when the civil war started in 1975. The American television network NBC hired him, and because they shared a bureau with the BBC he started working with the

  British too, and never looked back. He used to carry a sheaf of old press identity cards in the glove box of his car, like campaign medals. In the photo on his first NBC card, he looked very young:

  not bad-looking, innocent about war. But he learned very fast, as everyone in Beirut had to do at that time, and his colleagues learned to trust him.




  Malek, the cameraman, was a teenager when the Lebanese civil war started. He turned to television news after spending time as a gunman in one of the militias. He chose the Popular Front for the

  Liberation of Palestine, a strange decision for a Lebanese Shia Muslim. ‘But it was the international section, Jeremy. The East German girls were beautiful . . .’ Later on, his

  revolutionary credentials earned him a scholarship to study in East Berlin, where his lack of ideological purity got him into trouble with the authorities. And me, I was forty years old, in my

  fifth year as the BBC’s Middle East Correspondent, and my twelfth war.




  Abed loved action. We all did. On the day that he was going to die, we were expecting a small taste, though nothing too extreme. The plan was to follow the Israelis at a safe distance as they

  moved back towards their border wire. The day before, when it was becoming clear that the Israelis were pulling out a couple of months ahead of schedule, I had been down to the edge of what they

  called the security zone, actually a slab along the border of occupied Lebanese territory, with Malek and another driver called Mohammed Itani, who was Abed’s nephew. The checkpoints were

  deserted, so we pushed a few hundred yards into what had been occupied territory only hours earlier, until someone fired at us – either the Israelis or their Lebanese mercenary force, the

  South Lebanon Army, who did a lot of Israel’s dirty work in the south. The bullets hissed over our heads. They were probably warning shots, though you never know, and I felt only pleasure and

  excitement – even a sort of homecoming – that I was hearing bullets again and doing the sort of story that had given me some of the best moments of my life.




  Back in Beirut, Abed, like everyone in Lebanon (except the turncoats in the SLA), was getting more and more excited that the Israelis were getting out and distraught that he had missed the

  beginning of it. So he pulled rank on Mohammed, ordering him to go to Tyre in the south to set up our base with my partner Julia Williams, who was running the BBC’s Middle East operations,

  while he went with Malek and me to see the Israelis go. Abed, Malek and I thought we were the top news team in Lebanon that day. We probably were, but by the end of the day it didn’t make any

  difference.




  On the way south Abed steered with one hand while he fiddled with the car radio, listening to as many news bulletins as he could, talking loudly, enjoying every moment, telling his favourite

  stories about the Israeli invasion of 1982. Just south of Sidon, a 6,000-year-old town that is now a port full of hot, concrete streets, the road runs parallel to a long beach. It should be

  beautiful, but it is ruined by the road and the rubbish that has been dumped on it.




  Abed hooted with laughter as he remembered the time in 1996 when we had raced along this beach road while it was being bombarded by an Israeli gunboat. (‘Remember? We were under the

  shelling, under it!’) We had stopped on a promontory just above the bay, watching the gunboat firing at every car going south. Cars going north were left alone, because the Israelis were

  trying to empty south Lebanon of as many civilians as possible in order to punish them for supporting Hezbollah and to put pressure on the government in Beirut. It also enabled Israel to declare

  that everyone moving south of Tyre, the last coastal town before the occupation zone, was potentially hostile and could therefore be destroyed.




  Going down the road was dangerous, but not going down the road meant that we would not have had a story that day, and that was inconceivable. So we had put on our flak jackets, got back into the

  car and Abed had stepped on the accelerator. For the couple of minutes it took it was tense and silent in the ancient green Mercedes, which suddenly felt very slow. The springs and shock absorbers

  groaned and creaked as we bumped over the rubble on the road. The gunship had time to fire a couple of rounds as we trundled along the waterfront. We could see the flash from where the gun was

  mounted on the ship and then had a couple of seconds to wait before it exploded. The crash of the shell was the sound we needed, because it meant that it had missed us. When we hit the other end of

  the beach where the road went behind some buildings and we weren’t dead, the tension broke into a million pieces when Abed raised a finger at the gunship and yelled, ‘Fuck you,

  Shlomo!’ Moments like that, of chasing stories, getting scared and then getting away with it, made the days sharp and bright. I could not find that feeling outside the war, any war, which was

  a small part of the reason why I kept going back. While Abed still had a few hours left to live, just talking about the day the Israelis didn’t kill us put our little team in the right

  mood.




  The Israelis were leaving because Hezbollah had made it impossible for them to continue their occupation of the south. Israel said it was occupying Lebanese land along the border to protect its

  northern towns. Originally it went into Lebanon to go after Palestinian fighters, who were finally cleared out by a full-scale invasion and attack on Beirut in 1982. After that Israel pulled back

  to the south and started a long occupation, which was the making of Hezbollah. It turned into a much stronger enemy than the Palestinians had ever been – formidable, well organised, with the

  backing of Syria and Iran. It was classic guerrilla warfare. Hezbollah would never have been able to beat Israel in a stand-up-and-knock-down fight. But once they realised there were better ways of

  fighting than yelling Islamic slogans and mounting frontal assaults, they matured into effective soldiers and killed enough Israelis to make the occupation deeply unpopular back home. The Israelis

  who couldn’t take any more deaths, and were sick of sons following fathers into their concrete fortresses in south Lebanon, decided to pull out and were supposed to be going some time in the

  late summer. But to try to stop Hezbollah planning something special to see them off, they had brought the date forward by a couple of months, and now, on 23 May, they were getting out fast.




  Julia and I were already in Beirut, planning how we would cover the Israeli withdrawal, when it started. It was the only piece of luck on that trip, a couple of days’ start on the

  competition, but it meant we didn’t have flak jackets, helmets or first-aid kits. I wasn’t bothered – someone else was going to bring them in from Jerusalem – because I was

  not planning to get too close to the Israelis as they retreated. I was more interested in the thousands of Lebanese who were flooding back into the villages and hills of the south that had been

  closed to them for a generation.




  By 2000 Abed had replaced the old green Merc with a newer one, so on the morning of the 23rd we drove fast down the coastal highway, past Sidon and Tyre and into the villages beyond. The only

  thing bothering me was that the sun was strong and I had lost the black cap, stained with sweat, that I had been wearing on hot days for the best part of ten years. Judging by the reports on

  Abed’s car radio, the occupation was crumbling much faster than anyone had expected. It looked pretty clear that Israel had told its soldiers to cut their losses and to get out as soon as

  they could. While they retreated, Israel was relying on the South Lebanon Army to hold the line behind them. But as the SLA realised that their employers and protectors were leaving, they began to

  panic and melt away, concentrating on getting themselves and their families and their cars through the gate in the border wire before the last Israeli locked it. Without the SLA covering their

  rear, Israeli troops were dangerously exposed. The news kept coming out of the radio that more and more of the south was ‘liberated’ and Abed chuckled and drove faster and told more

  jokes. We crossed into Israel’s ‘security zone’ that Hezbollah had made anything but secure, and poked about a base that had been abandoned the previous night. Israeli newspapers

  were scattered on the floor, mixed up with empty bottles of juice with labels in Hebrew, and pots of hummus, the chickpea and tahina paste that the Arabs and the Jews both claim they invented. They

  are so far apart that they can’t even agree who made hummus first.




  Hezbollah fighters were everywhere. They were anything but a rag-tag army. As usual they looked very professional, wearing good quality, matching camouflage fatigues, proper boots and webbing

  belts that were hung with grenades and spare magazines. Their insurgency had defeated an occupation that for the fighters’ whole lives had been Israel’s main strategy for the defence of

  its northern border. They believed they had just inflicted Israel’s worst ever defeat, and the people around them agreed. Boys were shinning up lamp-posts and telegraph poles, fixing on

  yellow Hezbollah flags. Women screamed and ululated and bombarded their heroes in uniform and anyone else who was passing with rice. Handfuls of it burst over the windscreen of Abed’s

  Mercedes like hail and tinkled down over the bonnet. Lines of cars were coming in from Beirut and the north and they had the same treatment. It was liberation day for south Lebanon, and it was

  intoxicating for citizens who had suffered so much.




  Abed smiled on the happy people and the stern fighters like a proud father. He had seen the beginning of the Israeli occupation and now he was seeing the end of it. He felt good, and we were

  getting a great story. I was relaxed, imagining our journalistic rivals still scrambling to get to Lebanon, while we were already on the job. We did all the right things, automatically, the way we

  had always worked. At each village we stopped to ask when they had last seen the Israelis and the SLA, and whether the road ahead was clear. Abed still had the car radio on, for the local news.

  Even though it was hot, we kept the windows open and the air conditioning off, so we could hear the sound of firing, or explosions. Then I decided to stop to do a piece to camera – a

  ‘standupper’ – at a place which overlooked the border wire and an Israeli kibbutz on the other side. It was quiet and it seemed peaceful. A burnt-out car blocked the road, but its

  ashes were cold and we assumed it had been destroyed the day before.




  It was not like Abed to stay in the car when we were filming. He would usually get out to scout around, finding people to interview, checking out where the guns were, getting a feel for what was

  happening, working out what was safe and what was not. And he always said that parked cars were targets. But this time he stayed in his seat to call Mohammed, the eldest of his three sons, on his

  mobile phone. Journalists were arriving in Beirut, and they needed cars and drivers. Abed’s extended family all worked in the news business, driving and guiding journalists, so there was

  money to be made. Malek and I left him talking, took the equipment from the boot and went off to get a few shots of the kibbutz on the other side of the wire. It looked down on us as we walked

  along the road. I waved both my arms in the air to show we were friendly. I felt a little foolish, because it seemed safe. I wondered if any of my friends from Jerusalem were there, and how weird

  it was that if I could get over the wire and into the kibbutz, not much more than half a mile away, I could drive home to Jerusalem in less than three hours. But since I couldn’t cross the

  wire, the only way home would be to drive to Beirut, take a plane to Jordan, another car to the Allenby Bridge over the River Jordan to the West Bank, switch passports from the one with Arab stamps

  to the one with my Israeli resident’s visa, deal with their security and then face another hour or so in a taxi back to Jerusalem. You could do it in a very long day.




  As we walked down the road I was not worried because we were being so open. I was convinced that they were seeing us clearly and that it was obvious that we were unarmed newsmen. I was wearing a

  pink shirt and navy blue trousers, not exactly front-line clothes but when I packed I thought I was going to Beirut to see a few people, try out some restaurants and swim in the pool at the Riviera

  hotel. I didn’t think that I would be covering a war. I was sure that we were in someone’s camera lens. I had no idea we were in the sights of an Israeli tank, and that its crew were

  loading a shell.




  Malek put the camera on the tripod as I tried to think of some words for a piece to camera. I spun round when I heard the explosion, a terrible thunderous crack. The grass on the bank that

  separated us from Abed’s car was on fire. Automatically, I checked to see if Malek was filming. I hoped he had switched on in time to get the bang. It felt like a close call but for the first

  few fractions of a second I was pleased, because it meant we had some ‘bang-bang’, which helps make a piece from a war zone work. I felt a snatch of irritation that I wasn’t doing

  my piece to camera when the explosion happened, because I probably would have kept going and it would have looked good. But then, beyond the burning grass, I saw that the Mercedes was blazing,

  pouring black smoke into the sky. Another second later, Abed somehow pushed himself through the window. His clothes were on fire. His body writhed as he forced his way out and fell head-first on to

  the road, where he was hidden by the slope of the hill.




  Malek’s camera was turning over, and I was dimly aware that I was in his shot. I turned away from the fire. I was reeling, trying to work out what had happened, talking, mainly to

  myself.




  ‘It’s Abed, he must be dead, he must be dead. The fuckers.’




  I assumed it was a tank shell. Even though I had seen him twisting and kicking to get through the window I did not see how he could have survived. I wanted to run up to him. He was only about a

  hundred yards away and he was my friend. But I was scared of being killed. I remembered the instructor on a battlefield first-aid course I had taken with the British army. He kept saying that the

  first rule of first aid in combat was to avoid becoming a casualty. I told Malek we had to get up to him.




  ‘No, Jeremy, don’t do it. Abed is dead. Nobody could have survived that. Maybe he lived long enough to push himself out of the car. But he’s dead now. If you go up there, the

  Israelis will kill you too.’




  That was what I thought too, and I was relieved to hear it from someone else. I felt like a coward. I was scared of dying and I was scared of what I would find if I was brave or foolish enough

  to go up there, and I was neither. Many times I had seen corpses




  that had been burned and I did not want to see my friend turned into a piece of charred meat. We watched the flames around Abed’s car fading away. After about ten minutes there had been no

  more shooting, so I walked out from behind the building where we had been sheltering and went a few yards up the road towards the wreck.




  A heavy machine-gun opened up. Bullets that have just missed you sound like mad hissing insects. I heard them going past my head. I ran back behind the building, sure that the Israelis who

  killed Abed wanted to kill us too. Later, when I was back home in Jerusalem, Sam Kiley of The Times, who had been in the kibbutz at the moment that the tank fired, told me his driver had

  overheard a soldier saying that the tank had got one of the ‘terrorists’ but two had escaped. Another soldier told him not to worry, because the tank crew would get the other two with

  its machine-gun. When they opened up on us, I knew we had been right to stay put. But I still felt like a coward.




  Malek and I sat in silence for most of the time we were trapped there, unable to get up to Abed’s body and unable to retreat out of harm’s way. I was thinking of Abed and his family.

  I was asking myself what I would say to his wife. And to his kids, his three teenage sons. What was I going to say to them? Every journalist who goes to war soon learns the fundamental equation

  that lies at the centre of the job. For us to have a good day, someone else has to have a bad day, or the last day of their lives. To get the story, we had to be near them, with the camera rolling,

  at their worst or last moments, when the people they loved were killed, when their lives were so smashed by war that they wished they had died too. It makes journalists sound like vultures but it

  is the only way to do it, the only way to show what war does to people. Moving in on someone when they are that vulnerable is very intrusive. They can be suggestible and easy to manipulate,

  especially if you show a little human sympathy. I believed that I always treated people decently, with dignity. But their privacy was the last thing I thought about, because with strong pictures of

  misery and suffering and killing, which after all are what war is all about, I could tell the world what was happening. For years, I had believed strongly that what we did was worthwhile, and

  necessary, and that I was a witness, not a ghoul. I would have preferred misery and killing not to happen. But since it was going on whether we were there or not, I wanted to be the one who showed

  it to the people back home. Abed, Malek and I made careers of reporting on other people’s last days, or worst days. Now it was our turn: his last, our worst.




  I thought of another day on a road in south Lebanon in the mid-1990s. We were following a UN convoy that was trying to get to some people who had been displaced by a fierce Israeli offensive.

  Suddenly, as the convoy was turning because rubble blocked the road, Israeli shells started exploding all around us. Some shells whooshed over our heads. Others exploded yards away and hot shrapnel

  fizzed in the air. I pulled off my helmet to do a piece to camera. It was not considered cool to appear on camera in a helmet, which was crazy with so much shrapnel spitting around. After I managed

  to get my words out, the crew I was working with leaped into a UN armoured personnel carrier and so did I. With the shells coming down I followed everyone else and piled into the back of it.

  Straight away, I knew it was the wrong thing to do. I didn’t know what had happened to Abed. I struggled to get out to find him but my legs were trapped under a couple of heavy cameramen who

  had come in after me. Someone was pulling the armoured doors closed and suddenly the APC was racing away. I felt sick with worry and shame. When the APC stopped in the nearest UN base a couple of

  miles away, I saw Abed immediately. He had been driving the green Merc in the lee of the armoured personnel carrier, using it to shield him from the shells. He sauntered over.




  ‘What did you do, why did you get into the APC? You know I would never leave a crew. Don’t you trust me?’




  No, Abed, it wasn’t that, I just panicked . . . I kept stammering apologies for about two days until he told me to shut up.




  I kept thinking about his grin and his jokes as we watched his car burn. His body was just beyond the ridge and we could not see where it lay. I could not shake the thought that once again I had

  abandoned him. After an hour or so an ambulance from the Lebanese Civil Defence service arrived. They decided not to go up to the smouldering wreckage of the car either, in case the Israelis wanted

  to kill them too.




  A few months later someone who knows these things told me how the overpressure created by the blast of a shell breaks open the internal organs of a human being. Abed would have lost

  consciousness and died almost immediately. But what if Abed lived for longer than a few minutes? I don’t know, and that’s the point. I shouted his name but he didn’t answer. Maybe

  he was hoping that we would come to rescue him. If life was like a film I would have run up to him, bullets zinging off the gravel around me. I could have got to him and comforted him, and even if

  I had not saved his life he would not have had to die alone. But I decided I could not save him and that I had to save myself. The ending was not happy. Life is not a film.




  





  1




  Crazy




  In Sarajevo, when the war was going on as if it was never going to stop, a cameraman called Robbie Wright cut some pictures to music. It was a pop

  video like the ones on MTV, only instead of being fantasy it was real. In lots of ways Robbie’s video said more about the war and about the city than I had ever managed with words. He chose a

  song called ‘Crazy’, by Seal, and cut to it the best pictures he could find in the piles of tapes in his office that had come back from the mayhem and madness in the city. The images

  were what the rest of us in the Sarajevo news asylum called ‘strong’, because they showed people in a nightmare – babies covered in blood, a man walking along a winter street

  holding his grandson’s hand tight, not breaking step and hardly looking as they pass a body in a pool of goo.




  They were pictures of the war that was eating up a country and eating us up too; hateful pictures, but pictures I loved because I could not work without them. They contained the truth about a

  city that I could not do without. Not all Seal’s lyrics were right for Sarajevo, but some were perfect. The chorus was the best part, about not surviving unless you get a little bit crazy.

  When I watch Robbie’s cut even now, I can smell the city as it was during the war, and remember the kind of person I was back then. There is a picture of people sprinting across a road, taken

  from low down, which means that whoever shot it was running behind them, maybe ducking a bit and holding his camera so it was near the dust that they were kicking up. I can feel their fear that a

  sniper might want to shoot them in the head, and the relief of getting to the other side and back under cover. When I see the video I can still smell the damp ash in the charred buildings, and the

  fresh blood of the wounded, the wet earth in the cemeteries, and the bodies that rotted where they died. And there were people who looked like the war had made them crazy, old men yelling at the

  foreigners who were in the city and doing nothing to rescue them, pinched faces, doctors in an emergency room full of casualties with no water, children playing with home-made toy

  grenade-launchers, a baby grinning and gurgling with a stump for a leg. And there was a man standing on his window sill to throw a tiny beaker of water at the fire in the flat next door, which was

  more or less what the leaders of the big countries were doing to stop the war. Dr David Owen, a British foreign secretary in the 1970s, pops up, smiling like a wolf. He was the man brought in by

  the West to make a deal, early on, to end the fighting. This is what he is saying: ‘Don’t, don’t, don’t live under this dream that the West is going to come in to sort this

  problem out . . . Don’t dream dreams . . .’ In the end they changed their minds, and the West did come in to sort the problem out, but only after two hundred thousand people were dead.

  Sometimes I felt as if I had seen most of the bodies.




  I am not crazy. But for a while I was, a little. I was crazy about news, and crazy for finding it in wars. I risked my life often, and that was crazy too, though I believed it was logical and

  unavoidable if I was going to cover wars properly. Many people have asked me why journalists bet their lives by going to wars. The answer is complicated, and different people have their own

  reasons, but this book is an attempt to explain mine, and trying to do so is not easy. I felt stretched, and full, in a war. For me it was the highest form of journalism. I hated the killing, but

  if it was going to happen I wanted it to be close to me and my television camera. In the end, after twelve wars, I realised that you cannot spend your time not just close to destruction but looking

  for it every day, and come out unscathed. And that makes you crazy too. The really mad thing is that I miss the thought of driving down a road towards the sound of gunfire and a horizon full of

  smoke, even though wars killed my friends and could easily have killed me. War reporting gave me some of my best moments, helped me build a career, made me a better journalist and most of all felt

  worthwhile. I was trying to shine a torch at the darkest places in the world; I thought it was a job that had to be done, and that I could do it better than anyone.




  I went into journalism towards the end of the most violent century in human history, and the new one is already going bad. If I wanted to do the big stories, it was impossible not to go to wars,

  and compulsory to understand them. Some wars are necessary, vital, unavoidable. But they are all seducers. They must be, or humans would not make war, dread war, enjoy it, even love it in the way

  that they do. It can be sickening, exciting, affirming and terrifying. It brings out the best in people, and the worst, and it can do it all in a single day.




  I know war is a seducer because it seduced me. This is the story of a love affair that went wrong. It still has its moments, but it will never be what it was when it started. It wasn’t

  about a woman. I was in love with a job, passionate about reporting wars. It sounds a little sad, and in a way it was, though it was also compelling, addictive and fun, and it never felt like work.

  I had colleagues who became friends who had the same obsession. I know that the ones who were killed felt about the job the way that I did, and went about it the same way, and on their last

  mornings never dreamed that they would not live to file what they found out that day, and have dinner, and a drink, and call home.




  I always wanted to be a journalist. And even before I knew properly what they did, I wanted to be a foreign correspondent. I thought I would get to travel and have an exciting

  life. I wasn’t wrong.




  My father, Gareth, is a journalist. I say ‘is’ not ‘was’, even though he is retired now, because being a journalist is as much an attitude of mind as a way of earning a

  living. He met my mother, Jennifer, who is a photographer, at the office Christmas party when she worked for the Merthyr Express and he was on the South Wales Echo. When I came along

  I used to go sometimes to Thomson House, the offices of the Echo and the Western Mail, across the road from the Arms Park in Cardiff. Just inside the side door of the building a man

  sat behind a counter and bent down to say hello, and guarded the way to the offices with typewriters and messy desks and interesting pots of paste where my father worked, and to the mysterious

  place at the other end of the building where machines roared every day to make the paper. Journalism was a noisy trade. Every week at home at night I fell asleep to the sound of my father hammering

  away downstairs at a manual typewriter in the dining room, finishing his column for the next day’s paper. Some Saturdays my mother would go to work at Cardiff Arms Park, where she would be on

  the touchline taking photographs of the rugby internationals. I tried to see if I could spot her sheepskin coat on our black and white television. When she was photographing my sporting heroes,

  like John Toshack and Gareth Edwards, she took me along, and I was so full of awe that I could not speak. Big bundles of newspapers – all the national titles and the Welsh ones – were

  delivered to our house tied up with hairy string, and the radio news was always on. I had a happy childhood, with two brothers, Nicholas and Matthew, and two sisters, Brigid and Charlotte, who came

  along later.




  In the mid-1960s my father left newspapers to join the BBC. One day in 1966 he went to Aberfan, a village on the way to my great-aunt and uncle’s house in Merthyr Tydfil. In those days

  almost every village in the valleys had a colliery. We used to see the wheels in the winding gear turning when we drove up to Merthyr from Cardiff. He seemed to be away a long time but it was

  probably only a couple of nights. When he came back his trousers were encrusted with the slurry that had slipped down from the coal tip that hung over Aberfan and swallowed part of the village and

  the local school and killed 116 children. Twenty-eight adults also died. My father slept when he got home, even though it was the middle of the day, and then went back to work. A long time

  afterwards I heard his reports for radio, which are in the BBC Sound Archives, on big long-playing records. They are still very powerful. He stood on the slurry that he called ‘a jagged

  unexpected hill, lit by portable floodlights and lights from miners wearing helmets . . . men standing up to their knees in black water . . . They don’t know why they’re digging. They

  only know that they’ve got to dig . . . All over Wales men have been finishing work and coming straight down to Aberfan.’ After that, when we drove to Merthyr, we could see a long line

  of white gravestones in the cemetery across the other side of the valley.




  In 1970, when I was ten, a teacher asked the boys in my class what they wanted to be. Everyone else said footballer, soldier or astronaut (in those days the Americans were flying to the Moon). I

  said foreign correspondent. I didn’t really know what it meant. My mother, who had her doubts about life in the BBC because she saw that for most people it was a vocation not a job, told me

  not to be a journalist but if I really had to be one, to become a foreign correspondent. I had a vision of a fan turning in the ceiling of a hot, sweaty room in the east as I sat in a rattan chair.

  Maybe the picture came from Point of Departure, the book that James Cameron, who was one of the star reporters of the 1950s and ’60s, wrote about his life, which I was trying to read.

  I was never very popular with the other boys in that class. Being good at football was the key to that, and I was useless. My strange declaration, about a job they’d never heard of, did not

  improve things.




  At university in London I was not interested in student journalism. The student paper at UCL was too much like a club, and I was never much of a joiner. I always felt like an outsider, which I

  later discovered was the best way for a journalist to be. And, perhaps because I had seen the real thing when I was growing up, student journalism looked like play-acting, a game where people

  pretended to be editors, or reporters, or subs. I regretted being so stand-offish in the waiting room of the BBC appointments building in Portland Place one day early in 1983, when I was about to

  be interviewed for a place on one of the Corporation’s graduate training schemes. Everyone else had a thick scrapbook of cuttings, and worst of all they all seemed to know each other. A few

  years later, when I had my first job as a reporter, one of the men who had been on the




  ‘board’, as job interviews are known in the BBC, told me that they did not expect me to get through. They had only given me an interview because they knew my father, who by then was

  editor of news at Radio Wales in Cardiff. But even though I had no cuttings to show them, I spoke well and I got the job. I had absorbed journalism and the BBC and its values around the family

  dining table, by untying the hairy string around the bundles of papers and reading them, because the programme my father edited, Good Morning Wales, was on the radio when we were having

  breakfast, and because of lunchtimes home from school listening to William Hardcastle on The World at One. Without realising it, my whole life was propelling me through the doors of

  Broadcasting House.




  When I did the interview I was a student in Italy, doing the first year of a master’s degree in international affairs at the Bologna Center of Johns Hopkins University School of Advanced

  International Studies, the best place in its field in the United States. I still had another year to do at its main campus in Washington DC, and there was just about time to finish the course

  before my job at the BBC started. I arrived in the United States at Newark airport in New Jersey, and took a bus to the Port Authority terminal in New York City. It was about six o’clock on

  an August afternoon and I had never been to America before. I came through the wide doors of the bus terminal on to the corner of Eighth Avenue and 42nd Street and the hot, heavy air slapped me in

  the face – even the exhaust fumes smelled different – and there were police sirens, and yellow cabs, like an episode of Kojak. I put my bag down on the pavement and stood and

  stared. I must have looked like the boy from the sticks, tasty bait for the creatures that were swimming down from Times Square, which in 1983 was untamed by zero-tolerance policing. A hooker with

  bright lipstick and not many clothes came up and ground her hip into me. ‘How about it, big boy?’ I stammered something, picked up my bag and hurried off to find my hotel, which was

  just down the street.




  Large parts of Washington DC were not gentrified either. The city is cut into quadrants, and North-West was where the rich white people lived. I had never been to a city that was so divided by

  race. More than 60 per cent of the population were black, but you would not have known it in the rich parts of North-West. Most of the students lived near Dupont Circle, which in those days was a

  few blocks away from easy streets to get mugged. The word among the students was that if you crossed 14th Street the chances of ending up with a gun in your mouth on your way to school went way up.

  I lived for free, far away from all that, in one of the poshest houses in Georgetown, in return for raking the leaves and serving drinks at parties a couple of times a month. I also had to take a

  poodle for a walk every morning until it crapped. The owner was the wealthy former wife of a top Washington lawyer, rich in her own right, I wasn’t sure how. We disliked each other almost

  from the beginning, but she said I could stay because she was away a lot and she needed someone to be in the house. Pompously, she insisted on showing me how to mix ‘a proper dry

  Martini’. I made them even drier by eliminating the Vermouth completely. Once, one of her friends, a woman whose face was so lifted it was taut, fell off her chair. I must have been an

  ungrateful little sod. The alcoholic cook, an elderly white lady from Virginia, was the other inhabitant of her vast house. She told me off when I went to put a dirty plate in the dishwasher, took

  it away from me and stuck it under a tap. Later I found out the dishwasher was where she kept her favourite tipple, a quart of domestic vodka. On my last day there I went into the kitchen, which

  was in the basement, to find her slumped comatose over the table. I felt sorry for her, so I pulled her, still on her chair, out of the kitchen and into the lift, which was an ornate cast-iron cage

  that Roosevelt had probably used. I reached inside, pushed the button and watched the cage disappear up into the house.




  I asked the people at the BBC bureau in Washington if they wanted any help, and wisely they said no. But on the strength of my job offer from the BBC in London, and through a colleague of my

  father’s, I was taken on as an unpaid intern across the road at National Public Radio, the nearest thing America had to Radio 4, on the weekend edition of their most popular programme, All

  Things Considered. They taught me how to edit recording tape with a razor blade, marking the point where to cut with a wax pencil, making sure that the right breaths were left in, taking out

  the coughs and splutters and fluffs. They let me write some intros for the tapes, which needed a lot of rewriting before they could be read out on the programme, and they even let me do some

  broadcasting. The first story I had on the air was about Thanksgiving, the holiday Americans have on the fourth Thursday of November, which I had kept asking about because I was new to the United

  States. They showed me how to use a tape recorder and sent me out with a list of questions about the Thanksgiving story, mainly about John Smith and Pocahontas, whose romance was supposed to have

  been an important part of it. I trawled the fern bars around 20th and M streets and spliced together the replies of people I accosted under the tiffany lamps and ficus trees. It was supposed to be

  a funny limey take on a great American festival. They helped me record it, and every time I sit in front of a microphone now, I remember how the first time I had been in a studio an American voice

  in my ear told me to sit straight, not to slouch, with both feet planted firmly on the floor, so that I could breathe and read clearly.




  But I was not close to being a journalist, pretty useless, thinking and acting like a student, more interested in going out than working. On the morning of Sunday 23 October 1983 I woke up late,

  very late, because I had been at a party the night before. I was due at NPR, but thought I would sleep in instead until my head stopped hurting. I didn’t bother to ring the office. Later,

  when I surfaced, I turned on the TV and saw that a building housing US Marines in Beirut had been blown up by a suicide bomber, killing 241 servicemen. I had no idea that this big news story might

  have made them busier than usual, and that it was a day when they would not have had to find things for me to do. I only dimly realised my mistake when I strolled in cheerfully, feeling much

  better, after lunch, to a row of dirty looks from producers who had been working without a break for hours.




  My first proper attempt at reporting was a story for the Western Mail in Cardiff about Gary, a declining steel town in Indiana. Gary was dirty and desolate, freezing cold and covered in

  grey snow. Most of the shops on the main street were shuttered. In one that was open a man complained about the amount of crime and pulled up his shirt to show off the huge handgun he had stuck in

  the waistband of his trousers. It was chipped and the butt was covered with rubber bands. It gave me the start of my piece and it was the first lesson in the way that violence can make news stories

  more sexy. When I flew back to Britain to start work at the BBC my father met me at the airport and had the paper in the car to show me.




  On 24 April 1984, my first day at the BBC, I caught the number 12 bus from Camberwell to Oxford Circus and walked along Upper Regent Street towards Portland Place and

  Broadcasting House. The BBC’s headquarters had no sign then to indicate to the people who paid for it what it was. It just stood there, anonymously, the prow of a streamlined art deco liner

  moored next to All Soul’s Church. If you didn’t know what it was, you weren’t supposed to be there, like the clubs in St James’s, or (in those days) the government

  ministries in Whitehall. The British establishment didn’t bother with name plates.




  I pushed through the heavy bronze doors, reported to the reception desk and was ushered past the uniformed commissionaires and their medal ribbons, up some stone stairs to a room that followed

  the curve of the building which had long desks, manual typewriters, reel-to-reel tape players and seven other ‘news trainees’. We were given two forms to sign. One was an elegantly

  printed green document that was our formal engagement with the BBC. It included the start date to our careers and, alarmingly, the end as well. My retirement day was neatly typed in, 5 February

  2020, the day before my sixtieth birthday. Since I was only just twenty-four, it seemed so far off that they might as well have added that by then the BBC would have a bureau on the Moon and I

  would be its chief.




  The other form laid out on a long table to sign was the Official Secrets Act. I hesitated for about half a second and then put my name to it. What the hell, I thought, I had signed it a few

  Christmases earlier when I worked at the Post Office, so what’s the difference now? Everyone else was signing too, making a few jokes about it. We must have been a conformist bunch, all

  ambitious, focused on the careers that were going to emerge from our places on one of the BBC’s elite training courses. We were the chosen few. Thousands had applied and eight of us had been

  selected. No one was going to make a scene about signing the Official Secrets Act, though even to my innocent mind it was a strange thing for journalists to do. I didn’t take it seriously; I

  thought it was just one of those things that you would ignore if you had to. It must have been, because no one ever mentioned it again. In 1984, a representative of MI5 still had an office in

  Broadcasting House. Maybe as trainees who were seen as the future of the BBC, we had been vetted too; at the time the security service was checking thousands of BBC employees. I suspect it was done

  in as casual a way as the Official Secrets Act was pushed under our noses to sign. We were given a run-down of what we would be doing for the next two years, issued with an empty contacts book and,

  business transacted, a BBC hospitality trolley loaded with twiglets and bottles of wine was wheeled in, clinking. When it had been used up, we went to the pub.




  I can’t remember exactly when or how it happened, but through some sort of osmosis it started to become clear, to me at least, that one way to get on as reporter was to do dangerous

  stories. Correspondents would be brought in to see the trainees occasionally, and the bosses treated the ones who had come from somewhere dangerous with more respect. One of them was Gerald Butt,

  who did not seem much older than we were, and who was based in Beirut, which was a big story that summer. They played us tapes of his reports, which often had gunfire going on in the background. We

  joked before he arrived that he would be twitching at sudden noises, throwing himself under the desk if a car backfired outside in Portland Place. But he was calm and friendly and talked about

  living in Beirut when a war was going on around him. He had a suntan and a pale suit, and his life sounded exciting and glamorous.




  On the day I joined the BBC a siege was going on in central London. The Libyan People’s Bureau (Colonel Ghaddafi’s revolutionary name for his embassy) was surrounded by armed police

  and soldiers. The week before a policewoman, Yvonne Fletcher, had been killed by shots fired from inside the building. Everyone was expecting the SAS to burst into it to end the siege, as they had

  done four years earlier at the Iranian Embassy, and our instructor, Alan Perry, twitched and darted towards the window every time he heard a police siren passing. I liked Alan, but I thought his

  compulsion to follow the story was funny. I still didn’t get it. But I could sense that stories about life and death engaged journalists like no others.




  After six weeks learning some of the basics, like news writing and law, we made a programme every morning, first radio and then, after a few months, television, in proper studios with the same

  studio managers who did the Today programme and the cameramen who did the main evening news. Most afternoons more grown-up journalists came to talk to us. Another one who made a big

  impression was Norman Rees. He was not from the BBC, but from Independent Television News, ITN, which we learned later on to call ‘the opposition’. Norman seemed slightly surprised to

  have been let into the building. He was gritty about coming first: ‘I’d crawl over broken glass to beat the BBC,’ he intoned with relish. He had been ITN’s Washington

  correspondent, and was back in London in some executive job. He was dressed smartly, enthusiastic and dynamic in a way that many of our BBC managers were not. I was impressed. Not one BBC boss had

  talked about beating ITN. He invited me later on to the ITN offices in Wells Street, where he gave me a big whisky out of his cocktail cabinet.




  The other thing that was never mentioned in the almost two years I spent as a BBC trainee was money. The tools we needed to do the job, like studios, or camera crews, were provided by the BBC

  and were available as long as you called the right number or filled in the right form. Money only came up in the session when the affable TV instructor, Peter Dorling, showed us how to do our

  expenses. He said a line called ‘recip. hosp.’ should always go in. Apparently it meant reciprocal hospitality and as long as it was not more than a couple of quid we would be allowed

  to claim. There were other allowances too, newspapers, even cinema tickets (supposedly so we could learn about the latest visual techniques), though the process of extracting the money was so

  complicated I never bothered. But we were all nervous and respectful about spending the BBC’s money. After we finished work one afternoon I was making a few personal phone calls, conscious

  that some of them were long distance, back home to Cardiff. The office secretary came up to me making a ‘T’ sign with her fingers. I thought she was calling time on my personal calls,

  blushed and got off the phone. She was just offering to go and get a cup of tea.




  After about nine months, we were trusted enough to be allowed out to work in newsrooms. I was sent to the regional television news programme in Belfast, Inside Ulster. Belfast in January

  1985 was damp and smoky and turned in on itself. I rented a chilly room in a terraced house with some young people from BBC Belfast. Every morning I was woken by the sound of a shovel scraping over

  concrete as one of my housemates filled the coal bucket. I hope I offered to help. I was a little crass at times. The father of one of my housemates was an RUC reservist. I told her I

  couldn’t understand why he would do such a dangerous job. She looked embarrassed and did not try to explain. Belfast was a prized assignment, because they would let us trainees do TV

  reporting. We all had a fantasy that we would somehow find ourselves doing the lead story on the evening news from the scene of some appalling atrocity.




  The man who produced the programme most nights took the role of old-school news editor very seriously. He gave one of the female producers there such a hard time that she often had to leave the

  newsroom to cry, and for the first month or so gave me nothing to do except collect the names for the ‘Astons’, the captions named after the machine that generated them, that popped up

  on the screen for interviewees. David Shukman, who had been there as a trainee exactly a year earlier and done so well that they offered him a proper job as a reporter, had given me some advice. He

  said that in the first month he never sat down in the newsroom, so that he would always look alert and ready to go. Maybe he was busier than me, or had stronger legs. Standing up all day, doing

  nothing, even for a 24-year-old, began to get tiring. I had so little to do that I started looking forward every morning to my first sight of the canteen lunch menu in the lift. If it looked

  reasonable, the thought of what I was going to eat helped me get through the morning.




  But slowly they gave me bits and pieces of work. The editor gave me a fierce ticking-off when I failed to find a student union official at Queen’s University. Mobile phones still did not

  exist outside the City of London, so I left a few messages at the Student Union, and settled down to my lunch, which was fish and chips as it was Friday. He was livid, and loomed over me as I cut

  into my cod.




  ‘Have you never heard of narrowing the distance between yourself and the story?’ he spat. He should have been wearing a green eye-shade. ‘Bloody well get off your arse and go

  down to the Union to find him! It’s only just down the road.’




  I found the missing activist, booked him for an interview and got back to my tray while the chips were still warm. I needed a few kicks up the backside. It was a basic lesson: if you can get to

  a story yourself you stand a better chance of doing it right, which is as important for the grandest foreign correspondent as for the most junior trainee. The real journalists at the BBC in

  Belfast, who dealt with big stories constantly, were actually very welcoming, since no one could have blamed them if they had lost patience quickly with a stream of British trainees whose ambitions

  were not, in my case at least, matched by either experience or even basic knowledge.




  One morning I was sent to Crumlin Road Courthouse, to help out one of the reporters. It was covered with rolls of razor wire, and inside there were scores of men who were smart in their green

  uniforms and looked like soldiers. I was amazed to hear that they were police officers from the Royal Ulster Constabulary. I had no idea that the RUC wore green. No wonder Mr Eye-Shade gave me

  nothing to do. In the end, though, he sent me out to do my first TV report, on a new tourist guide to Downpatrick, a pretty little town not far from Belfast. I never did the lead story while I was

  there, though I did report, in successive weeks, on the competitions for both secretary and receptionist of the year, which were held in the same hotel in Bangor and featured Dana, the singer,

  presenting giant-sized cheques to the lucky winners.




  But by then I was feeling more like a journalist, and I was ambitious and persistent about getting near the kinds of stories that made Northern Ireland famous. When three IRA men were shot dead

  by undercover British soldiers in Strabane on 23 February 1985, I begged John Conway, the editor of News and Current Affairs, to let me go to help the BBC team at the funeral. I wanted to see what

  a big Republican funeral was like. Conway was reluctant, telling me that because I was a tall Brit with a moustache I might be mistaken for a soldier, which would get everyone in trouble. In the

  end he let me, and it was so silent when the coffins were taken out of a house that I tried not to breathe. I was not much help to the cameraman. When he sent me back to his car for a tape, I

  brought half a dozen, just in case. One would have done. Five days later, nine RUC officers were killed in Newry when the IRA brought a lorry loaded with home-made mortars close to their police

  station. I was there helping out again, when I realised that it was a very big story: it turned into the worst loss in a single attack suffered by the RUC. I didn’t have much to do for the

  BBC, so I scribbled out a few lines, went to a phone box and transfer-charged a call to National Public Radio in Washington DC, where I had worked when I was a student. They took my story, and

  quite a few more. I still felt that I was impersonating a reporter, but I was discovering that if you are where something bad is happening, and you have the story, suddenly everyone wants you. In

  the news business, violence, especially political violence that needs some explaining, puts a desirable edge on the story.




  But most of the reports I did in Northern Ireland were soft; apart from Dana’s personal appearances there was a poker competition, and a new polar bear enclosure at Belfast Zoo, and the

  annual collection of shamrock for the Royal Irish Rangers on a mountain called Slemish. When I was struggling with the scripts for them I used to kid myself that it would be much easier to write a

  hard news report, on, say, a shooting. After all, you did not have to be inventive; you just had to write down what had happened. I was so wrong. Of course a script for a feature has to be

  accurate; but you can be creative. Hard news is much more pressured, details and nuance and tone matter enormously, especially in a place like Northern Ireland in the 1980s. One weekend, I

  persuaded them to let me be the on-duty reporter. Nothing happened until a few minutes before the shift was due to end on Sunday night, when the phones lit up. An RUC man had been shot outside his

  house. I had to write a report about it for the next day’s Breakfast Time. Finally, a chance to be on the national news! On a serious story! Naturally, the last thing on my mind was

  the poor man who had been shot, who was badly hurt. The story ran but I did not do a good job. I had somehow got the impression that there were joy-riders – teenagers who stole cars for fun

  – zooming around in the area, and said so, based on nothing other than my hunch and the sound of a few revving engines. John Conway gave me an exasperated bollocking. It was another lesson:

  if in doubt, leave it out. When my time in Belfast ended Conway sent me back to London with a report saying that I needed more experience at the ‘hard news coal-face’. He was a master

  of understatement.




  But the first real violence I saw was in Britain, not Northern Ireland. It was later in 1985, at the riots at Broadwater Farm housing estate in Tottenham in north London. I was helping out

  again, so wet behind the ears that the editor who sent me, John Exelby, asked if I had a notebook and pen before I left the building. I met the crew at a pub somewhere in the wastes of north

  London. They were veterans, Keith Skinner and Robin Green, and they had been having a quiet day covering the tennis in Eastbourne until the call came to go to Broadwater Farm. I was twitching with

  keenness and anxiety, but they decided to stop to have something to eat before what they expected would be a long night.




  They were right. It was a tough night for everyone, dark and wet and noisy, the only real light coming from burning buildings. It was the last night for a policeman, Keith Blakelock, who was

  hacked to death while he was trying to protect a fire crew. The police had the estate surrounded, and were lined up shoulder to shoulder, beating their riot shields with batons and making loud

  grunting noises that sounded like ape impersonations, which was shocking because as far as I could see the police were all white, and the rioters were all black. A big crowd, roaring and angry, was

  facing the police, pelting them with pieces of concrete, and attacking with what looked scaffolding poles. Police truncheons were coming up above the helmets and shields and whacking down again on

  the heads of the men who were attacking them. Petrol bombs would explode with a whoosh, which made the crowd roar more loudly and push forward, and then it would be the turn of the police to roar,

  do more ape grunts and push back. We were behind the police lines. Lumps of builder’s rubble were coming over the tops of the riot shields. Keith Skinner stood on a small step-ladder to film,

  getting higher so he could see over the police, looking very steady, not even flinching when pieces of concrete whizzed past his head. Some thudded on the road near us; others were far too close to

  my head, and I did not have Keith’s ability to ignore them. Robin the soundman was next to him. I was on the other side, wondering what I should be doing. Suddenly there was a bang. Robin

  went down, his hands to his face. He seemed to be tugging at his headphones. I wondered whether the noise had somehow deafened him. Then I saw there was blood running down his hands. He had been

  hit in the face by a blast from a shotgun. Keith went to help him and I tried to find a medic. He was bundled into an ambulance and I found a phone box and a couple of coins to call Exelby to tell

  him what had happened. I had not even found out which hospital they had taken him to. One of the shotgun pellets lodged in Robin Green’s right eye, and the surgeons could not save it. He was

  fifty-eight, had been at the Hungarian uprising in 1956 and the war in Vietnam, but he lost his eye not too far from the old BBC studios in Alexandra Palace where he had started his career. After

  that night, he never worked again.




  When the ambulance went away, the riot was still going on. I picked up Robin’s gear, which was heavy because soundmen still had to carry recorders which included the tape and mixer, and

  were linked by an umbilical cable to the cameraman. Robin’s blood was all over the cables and the headphones. I carried it while Keith shot more pictures.




  It was a season of riots. Margaret Thatcher was reaching her zenith as Prime Minister and pressure was building in the inner cities. The next time was in Handsworth in Birmingham. By then I was

  a trainee with Newsnight, and I went up to Birmingham with them the night after the riot. All the lamps were out, and the streets were sinister, empty except for small groups of youths and

  the police. But the part that frightened me was dealing with Tim Gardam, who was editing the part of the programme that was coming from Birmingham. Tim had a terrible temper which he learned to

  control as he rose up the greasier, steeper parts of the broadcasting pole to a string of top jobs as a television executive and then to the headship of an Oxford college. For some reason, I lost

  the crew in the darkness. In 1985 mobile phones were still a novelty. I had one, only mobile if you remembered to connect the shoulder strap which helped spread the weight of the battery, which was

  the same shape and size as a couple of housebricks. The crew did not have a phone. So I phoned Tim to confess what I had done and to ask if the crew had been in touch.




  ‘This is the sheerest fucking incompetence,’ he began, and raved on for a couple of minutes until he slammed down the phone. Tim was always at boiling point as the transmission time

  of his programmes approached. But the rest of the time he was amiable, gave me chances, and when I plucked up the courage to tell him that maybe he was not getting the best out of people by yelling

  at them, he said he only did it to me because he knew I could take the pressure and it would make me a better journalist.




  Back on the streets in Handsworth, I felt queasy as I wondered what to do. A voice inside started to tell me that I had no need to put myself through such agony. There were plenty of trains from

  Birmingham New Street to London. I could just walk away. Just as I was fantasising about my resignation speech the crew swept up in their huge BMW. Their driver had panicked because the dark, empty

  streets scared him and he had roared off in the wrong direction. We still had time to do our filming. Back at the BBC’s Pebble Mill studios, when I brought in the material, Tim was much

  calmer. The reporter I was working for, Steve Bradshaw, said the pictures I had got for him, of a local band rehearsing and talking about the riots, were the best bit of television in his piece. I

  decided resignation was not the only option after all.




  My first job after I finished my training was as a financial news reporter. I had no real interest in the City of London; unlike some of the striped-shirted 1980s people I had

  to interview, I didn’t think that greed was good. But they gave me the job even though when I was trying it out as a trainee I overslept one morning and did not get to the studio in time to

  broadcast an early programme. That time I really was convinced that my career was over before it had begun. Desperate and unshaven, I had gone into Broadcasting House by tube (it was Monday morning

  and I had no cash for a taxi), marking items in the Financial Times that I planned to read out on air instead of what was supposed to be an eight-minute summary of market prices. The only

  part of the programme I liked doing was the first line, which was always a stately ‘This is London’, which made me feel as if I was broadcasting to occupied Europe during the Second

  World War. Luckily for my future prospects, they had cancelled the programme by the time I burst into the office, covered in sweat and carrying my dog-eared copy of the FT. The World Service

  read out a few prices and played solemn music instead. Some listeners thought the Queen had died.




  I took the job as a financial reporter because I wanted to be a broadcaster and the offers I had in television were for producers’ jobs. I had studied some economics, so the subject matter

  was not mysterious. I told the personnel officer after I accepted the job that my plan was to do it for a couple of years to help me get into straight news reporting, preferably abroad. He looked

  worried.




  ‘My dear fellow, you could be doing the wrong thing. Most people who have had your job tend to move into the City, to do financial PR.’ I told him cheerfully that I would break the

  mould, but when I left his office I felt ill.




  I worked at Broadcasting House where some of the older hands instructed me in the traditional practices of radio news, many of which revolved around going to the pub. Each programme had its own

  pub in the area around BH. The newsroom people were generally in the Crown & Sceptre (usually known as the hat and stick) or the Yorkshire Grey. The Radio 1 programme Newsbeat went to

  the Stag. More arty types were in the George, where Dylan Thomas used to get drunk while he worked at the BBC. I enjoyed lunchtime drinking until one afternoon after a few pints followed by a long

  lunch at a Turkish restaurant and then a few more pints I barely managed to write and then broadcast my report. After that I decided to be more careful. I desperately wanted to be one of the people

  who did the big stories, one of the grown-ups in the reporters’ room, where they had a dartboard and made check calls to the police when there was nothing else to do, and when there were

  stories they went off in a hurry to Brixton or Bradford or even Beirut.
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